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ABSTRACT 
CULTURAL CONTEXT AND COGNITIVE STYLE 
IN HMONG HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS 
SEPTEMBER 1999 
BRENDA FINN 
B.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
M.Ed., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
M.A., MIDDLEBURY COLLEGE 
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Dean John C. Carey 
Barely a quarter century in this country, the Hmong are 
among the newest Americans. Since 1975, when United States' 
troops pulled out of Laos, more than 170,000 Hmong refugees 
and their children have adopted this as their new land, 
settling primarily in the cities of California, Minnesota, 
and Wisconsin. 
f 
Products of an agrarian economy and a clan-centered, 
historically preliterate, homogeneous, insulated culture, 
they arrived in American airports ill-equipped to deal with a 
capitalistic, technological, industrial, heterogeneous, 
media-saturated culture. Overnight, their world had changed. 
They had to meld two contrasting worlds if they were to 
become part of their adopted country. 
vi 
As the children of refugees, Hmong teenagers have had 
the intensified challenge of responding to cultural change as 
they are learning how to be part of American youth subculture 
and school communities. Because of their cultural heritage, 
Hmong students may have learned to perceive and approach 
tasks differently than their non-Hmong classmates, using 
cognitive processes supported in their families but not 
reinforced in American schools. In families, they have 
learned primarily through observation and demonstration, 
cooperative problem-solving strategies, deductive reasoning, 
and reliance on contextual cues for meaning. Their approach 
to learning has been characterized by extrinsic motivation, 
sensitivity to others, and social responsiveness. In the 
daily transition from home to school, they confront the 
standards and expectations sanctioned in most high schools: 
that students will learn primarily through lecture and print 
materials, individual problem-solving strategies, inductive 
reasoning, and reliance on analysis and logic; and that 
students will be intrinsically motivated and desire personal 
recognition. The confrontation between different modes of 
learning and cultural values sanctioned by the Hmong and 
American worlds poses challenges for Hmong high school 
students and for educators who assist them in learning. 
This study identifies cultural values and practices, 
examines cognitive approaches to learning, and describes 
instructional practices judged to be effective by educators 
and/or students in promoting learning in Hmong high school 
• • 
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students. It suggests practical improvements individual 
schools, as socializing institutions, may pursue in working 
with Hmong students reconciling culturally influenced modes 
of learning with longstanding American educational practices. 
vm 
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CHAPTER 1 
RESEARCH PROBLEM 
Introduction 
Most Americans tracing back their roots must look across 
oceans or beyond borders to see the lands from which their 
forebears came. Only Native Americans can claim this as the 
land of their mothers and fathers. We are a nation of 
transplants. Fleeing religious and political persecutions, 
escaping economic disaster, shackled into servitude, or 
seeking a better life, those who arrived new to these shores 
helped shape the collective personality of the nation. 
Myth promotes America as the uncompromising welcomer. 
Liberty's torch lighting the way for the "tired,...poor, 
huddled masses yearning to breathe free" (Lazarus, Statue of 
Liberty inscription). History documents America's evolution 
as a nation where immigrants and their descendants far 
outnumber the land's native people here long before ships, 
slave galleons, burros, wagon trains and planes carried 
settlers to the places in which they would shape new lives. 
History also records the struggle involved as members of each 
group, with differences in language, skin color, and customs, 
searched to find a place to be themselves and a way to become 
part of the larger whole. 
The search was rarely an easy one as the values and 
practices of immigrants, refugees, and those pressed into 
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servitude confronted mainstream American cultural beliefs in 
a process which continues with successive waves of newcomers. 
A nation of immigrants, America embraces new ethnic groups 
even as it worries about the perceived economic, cultural, 
social, and educational challenges recent arrivals might 
bring. 
Since schools reflect the values of the society which 
supports them, the tension felt in the larger culture is also 
reflected in American public education where refugee and 
immigrant children are often the focus of heartfelt welcome 
and the source of conflicted discussion. The richness they 
bring to the diversity of a school often coexists with 
cultural, linguistic, social, and economic challenges. 
Schools are in a unique position to aid in the assimilation 
of refugees and immigrants as educators work with young 
people and help them learn to be knowledgeable, responsible, 
and productive citizens in a democracy. To the extent that 
schools are inclusive, they promote participation regardless 
of differences; they model the ideals which are the 
underpinnings of a democracy. 
The Hmong people are one of the most recent refugee 
groups to settle in the United States. Numbering 
approximately 7 million worldwide, the Hmong have had a 
history of migration from Central Asia eastward through Tibet 
to China to Indochina—migration often forced by political 
persecution they experienced as a minority ethnic group. For 
Hmong refugees, the forced migration from Laos continued 
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after 1975 as they journeyed to Western nations, particularly 
the United States, seeking political asylum and new lives. 
Settling primarily in California, Minnesota, and Wisconsin, 
the Hmong—like refugees before them—have begun the 
difficult cultural transition to their new home. As parents 
negotiate the striking disparities between the old world and 
the new, children try to find a place which accommodates the 
values of both the Hmong world at home and the American world 
beyond their door. 
How well Hmong children adjust to life in the United 
States will be in large part determined by their school 
experiences: Education becomes the primary means toward 
socialization (Delgado-Gaitan, 1987). Those closest to the 
learners have the most power in effecting positive change as 
they assist students in internalizing essential cultural 
tenets. Trueba, Jacobs, and Kirton (1990) write of the power 
educators hold: 
Beyond their obligation to transmit knowledge, teachers 
are the role models of American democracy, the cultural 
brokers in charge of helping all children internalize 
new cultural knowledge and values that are congruent 
with our social, political and economic 
organization.(p. 2) 
Schools are key factors in assisting students in melding new 
cultural beliefs and behaviors with traditional values and 
practices. 
The focus of concern in this study is how to best meet 
the educational needs of Hmong high school students who have 
had a very different cultural experience and who may approach 
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perceptual and intellectual activities differently than their 
non-Hmong American peers. This is a problem that has been 
addressed by Timm and Chiang (1996) in their research 
focusing on Hmong middle school students ranging in age from 
10 to 17 and by Worthley (1987) in her work with Hmong 
technical college students ranging in age from 17 through 65. 
Aspects of this challenge have also been addressed by 
Goldstein (1985) in her research focusing on schooling for 
cultural transition for Hmong American high school students 
and by Sonsalla (1984) in his comparative case study of 
secondary programs for Hmong refugee students. This study 
examines the culture and cognitive style of Hmong high school 
students and offers findings which educators may use in 
better serving these students. In assessing how cultural 
factors and individual modes of functioning influence 
learning and problem solving, educators may develop and 
implement strategies and support systems which successfully 
blend the cultural values and cognitive approaches of both 
the Hmong and American worlds. 
The Hmong in America are relatively recent arrivals, 
having begun their exodus from Laos to the United States over 
the last 25 years. Originating in the southwestern Chinese 
provinces of Hunan, Guizhou, Sichuan, and Yunnan, their 
ancestors were among those who migrated to northern Burma, 
Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam in the early 1800s to escape 
political and ethnic persecution and population density 
(Chan, 1994). 
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An agrarian people subsisting as slash-and-burn farmers, 
the Hmong lived in the highlands raising corn and rice for 
food and growing the opium poppy as a cash crop. Organized 
around the clan, Hmong culture has valued the family, 
children, respect for elders, a gender-specific division of 
labor, and conformity within the group. 
Until 1975, the Hmong people virtually did not exist 
within the United States. By 1997 over 168,000 Hmong refugees 
had found their way to the United States, almost all of them 
from Laos (Fass, 1997). Colonized by France in 1893, Laos 
remained under French domain until the 1954 Geneva Accords 
established Laos as an independent state. Soon after, civil 
war erupted between the Pathet Lao and Royal Lao for control 
of the country bordered by Vietnam to the east, Cambodia to 
the south, Thailand to the west, Burma to the northwest and 
China to the north. Needing access to the Ho Chi Minh Trail 
for a supply line to the south. North Vietnam allied itself 
with the Pathet Lao. Attempting to stem the flow of troops 
and supplies, the United States assisted the Royal Lao and 
recruited the Hmong as mountain soldiers, thus beginning 
involvement of the Hmong in what would become known as the 
Vietnam War. 
The United States pulled out of Laos in 1975 after the 
Pathet Lao had seized power. In danger due to their support 
of the United States, thousands of Hmong fled to Thailand, 
pouring into overcrowded refugee camps where food was scarce 
and malnutrition and disease were plentiful. Pfaff (1995) 
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documented the exodus: "From 1975 through 1992, more than 
100,000 Hmong crossed into Thailand, along with nearly 
250,000 ethnic Lao and other Laotian highlanders. 
Approximately 200,000 Hmong remained in Laos" (p.49). 
As they fled the unstable political climate of Laos, 
most believed their exile would be brief. With the diminution 
and subsequent evaporation of the military power and presence 
of the United States, however, the power of the Pathet Lao 
increased. Refugees began to recognize that to return to Laos 
was not a safe option. More left their homeland, crossing the 
Mekong River by bamboo rafts and rubber inner tubes to 
Thailand. For some, the stay in refugee camps was brief; for 
others, it spanned years. Initial sponsorship of Hmong 
refugees in the United States was assumed, in large part, by 
Lutheran Social Services and Catholic Charities, particularly 
by churches and dioceses in California, Minnesota, and 
Wisconsin. Hosts to the largest concentrations of early Hmong 
refugees, these three states are now home to over 85% of 
Hmong settlers. In December of 1997, the Hmong in Wisconsin 
cities numbered 39,178 with concentrations in Appleton, Eau 
Claire, Green Bay, Lacrosse, Madison, Manitowoc, Menomonie, 
Milwaukee, Oshkosh, Sheboygan, and Wausau. This figure 
represents a 97.9% increase since 1988 (Fass, 1997). 
Assimilation into United States' mainstream culture has 
not been easy. Language presented a tremendous barrier, made 
more challenging because 70% of Hmong refugees were not 
literate in their first language, which had no written 
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symbols until the 1950s. With agriculture providing their 
means of subsistence, they had little knowledge of or 
experience with skills needed in an industrial and 
technological economy. Arriving in the United States, they 
did not speak the language, understand the customs, possess 
job skills leading to economic self-sufficiency, eat the food 
of their neighbors, share the skin color of others in their 
communities, understand the dollar currency or the 
underpinnings of a capitalist system, or feel at home in 
apartments bearing no resemblance to the bamboo dwellings of 
their mountain villages. All was different. Hmong refugees 
had to learn to bring two contrasting worlds into peaceful 
coexistence if they were to become part of their new land. 
Reconciling the values and practices of these two very 
different and at times conflicting worlds has been an ongoing 
challenge for Hmong young people. Not only have Hmong 
students had to bring their traditions into harmony with 
those of American society and the subcultures of American 
schools, but they have also had to adapt to curriculum and 
modes of instruction which may not be consistent with their 
ways of learning and being. 
As children of refugees or refugees themselves, Hmong 
high school students bring with them the special challenge of 
maintaining their cultural identity while being and becoming 
American teenagers. Because of their cultural background, 
they may have learned to perceive and approach tasks 
differently than their non-Hmong classmates, using cognitive 
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processes reinforced in Hmong culture but not accentuated in 
American society. As they adjust to mainstream culture, some 
Hmong young people find themselves at the margins. Others are 
able to more easily align the principles and practices of 
their homes with those of the school and the larger culture. 
Still others adopt American beliefs and behaviors while 
simultaneously choosing to distance themselves or turn away 
from Hmong ancestral values. 
Historically a very cohesive culture, the Hmong have 
shared values and ceremonies centered on the extended family 
(clan) and life cycle rituals for countless generations. 
Trueba, Jacobs, and Kirton (1990) state that social 
activities have emphasized the following: 
...family unity, respect for the elderly, marriage, 
loyalty, self-sacrifice for the kin, clearly defined sex 
roles, long-term pursuit of dreams and goals, stoic and 
patient suffering during hard times, cooperative 
approaches to resolving family conflict and economic 
problems, protection of the young from the influence of 
outside societies and most of all, family privacy. 
(p. xix) 
Over the past 25 years, the Hmong have had to confront 
an American lifestyle which at times is in conflict with 
these values and expectations. Even well-intentioned 
Americans view some Hmong practices as potentially 
compromising individual rights: family cooperativeness as 
threatening individual freedom, sex role division as 
subjugating women, and family privacy as compromising the 
safety or welfare of children. Younger Hmong often find 
themselves either having to juggle two worlds at times in 
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conflict or having to choose between the Hmong and the 
American. As the influence of the school grows and as the 
acculturation of Hmong teenagers deepens, the gap between 
young people and parents/grandparents widens. 
During their high school years, young people experience 
tremendous physical, intellectual, and emotional changes as 
they move from childhood to young adulthood. Hmong students 
experience all of these changes and the additional challenges 
continuing acculturation poses. Students do not leave their 
family histories, customs, values, and practices behind as 
they walk through the school door. As they enter classrooms, 
they bring their private lives and the challenges posed by 
living in two worlds with them. In a state of cultural 
transition, Hmong students are pulled by their desire to 
honor their parents and the traditions in which they have 
been raised and their desire to be American teenagers free to 
pursue individual interests. By day they speak English and 
spend eight hours in activities which reinforce the American 
tenets of self-reliance, competitiveness, and the importance 
of material success. By night they speak Hmong and spend time 
in families which emphasize the Hmong values of group 
cooperation, responsibility to the family, and respect for 
tradition. 
Young people learn quickly that some subjects, such as 
traditional Hmong religious practices, physical and mental 
health rituals, and marriage patterns, remain off limits from 
discussion outside Hmong circles because such practices often 
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conflict with American ideals and are perceived as odd, 
archaic, or even uncivilized. 
As the primary socializing institution, the school has 
the tremendous potential for promoting both retention of 
Hmong culture and healthy and productive accommodations to 
Western beliefs and practices for children in this new 
refugee group. Many individual educators have been heroic in 
their efforts to assist refugee and immigrant children in 
being successful. As progressive as some schools have been, 
most can work towards promoting even more effective 
individual, collective, and institutional responses to 
adolescents straddling two worlds. Before educators can 
assist Hmong students in making sense of the confusion and 
ambivalence these students sometimes feel and encourage them 
in using their abilities to think creatively and 
analytically, educators first must understand Hmong culture 
and the thinking processes it customarily reinforces. Without 
this understanding, motivations and behaviors are often 
misunderstood. 
By studying Hmong students and by understanding their 
cultural context and cognitive style, educators may be able 
to reach more effectively Hmong high school students now 
struggling in school and serve more comprehensively those now 
doing well. In understanding the unique needs of this 
population, educators may also gain insights into cultural 
contexts and approaches to learning of other subcultures— 
insights which may translate into attitudes, instructional 
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strategies, and curricula which better serve the educational 
needs of all high school students. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was threefold: 1. To identify 
the cultural values and practices of Hmong high school 
students; 2. To examine the cognitive style of Hmong high 
school students; and 3. To identify instructional practices 
which have been effective in assisting Hmong high school 
students in their learning. 
Three research objectives guided the study: 
1. To describe the cultural context of Hmong high school 
students. 
2. To describe the cognitive style of Hmong high school 
students. 
3. To describe educational practices which teachers and 
Hmong high school students perceive to be effective in 
improving the learning of students. 
The works of Edward Hall and Herman Witkin were employed 
in providing a conceptual background for the research. In 
describing cultural context, the framework of high/low 
context, developed by Hall, was used. In describing cognitive 
style, the framework of field independence and field 
dependence, constructed by Witkin, was used. 
Definition of Terms 
This section defines the terms which give 
direction to this study: cognitive style, cultural context, 
educational practices, and Hmong high school student. 
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Cognitive Style: Cognitive style refers to the 
characteristic, self-consistent mode of functioning which 
individuals show in their perceptual and intellectual 
activities (Witkin, Oltman, Raskin, & Karp, 1971; Witkin & 
Goodenough, 1981); an individual's mode of processing and 
applying information; the ways in which an individual 
organizes and classifies the world around her/him in order to 
understand and use knowledge. The construct field 
dependence/independence was formulated to describe cognitive 
stylistic dimensions. Field dependent (FD), also known as 
field sensitive, refers to a cognitive style first identified 
by Witkin and characterized by cooperative work/learning, 
extrinsic motivation, social responsiveness, and a 
sensitivity to others. Field independence (FI) refers to a 
cognitive style characterized by independence, intrinsic 
motivation, and a desire for personal recognition. 
Cultural Context: Cultural context refers to the interrelated 
social and cultural conditions that surround and influence 
the life of an individual, an organization, or a community 
(Halverson, 1993a). The framework of high and low context was 
developed by Hall (1959). High context cultures are those 
communities or groups in which considerable attention is 
given to the context or surrounding circumstances of a 
situation. Characteristics of a high context culture include 
the need for trusting relationships, an emphasis on 
cooperation, and the importance of process in accomplishing a 
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task. Low context cultures are those communities or groups in 
which minimal attention is given to the context or 
surrounding circumstances of a situation. Characteristics of 
a low context culture include clearly articulated procedures 
and goals, the primacy of efficiency, and an emphasis on 
individual work. 
Educational Practices: The term educational practices refers 
to the methods, activities, or means used by educators to 
instruct students; the actions and exercises used by members 
of a school community to assist students in learning 
concepts, skills, attitudes, and values. 
Hmong High School Student: A Hmong high school student as 
represented in this study is a young person of Hmong or Hmong 
American heritage between the ages of 14 and 21 attending a 
public high school serving students in grades 9-12. All Hmong 
high school students in this study are the children of 
refugees (from the mountains of Laos or the refugee camps of 
Thailand) or are refugees themselves. 
Significance of the? Study 
The study's examination of the cultural context and 
cognitive style of Hmong students suggests practical 
improvements individual schools may pursue in meeting the 
needs of students struggling with educational practices at 
odds with their individual approaches to learning. Findings 
of the study provide the following in terms of practical 
significance: 
13 
1. Insight for teachers, counselors, aides and other 
school practitioners concerning the unique educational needs 
of Hmong students in a high school setting; 
2. Information for principals, school district 
officials, and informal school leaders regarding directions 
to pursue in designing programs which respond to the special 
needs of student populations rich in diversity; 
3. Information which educators, parents of students in 
the two schools studied, and cultural brokers may share as 
they work together to assist Hmong students in their 
learning; and 
4. Direction to postsecondary educators of current and 
future practitioners as they collaborate in designing 
curricula and instruction responsive to the educational needs 
of students who learn in different ways. 
The study's examination of the cultural context and 
cognitive style of Hmong students also provides the following 
in terms of theoretical significance: 
1. Information which adds to the understanding of the 
impact of culture on student learning; and 
2. Information which assists in the understanding of 
individual differences in students, particularly young people 
whose ethnic background supports values sometimes at odds 
with those of the dominant culture. 
The study is important because its examination of the 
interactions of cultural context and cognitive style may 
broaden educators' understanding of how students learn and 
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add to the literature on multicultural understanding. In 
understanding the interactions between culture and cognitive 
approaches, educators may be more effective in assisting 
Hmong, other minority, and all students in their learning; in 
working with students who have grown up at the perimeters of 
school life; and in developing curricula and instructional 
strategies consistent with the way diverse learners think and 
act. 
Assumptions 
Four assumptions guide the study: 
1. American schools support the values of mainstream 
culture (Trueba, Jacobs, & Kirton, 1990). Hmong students, as 
refugees or the children of refugees, have experienced in 
their homes a culture which is sometimes at odds with 
mainstream American culture. The dissonance between Hmong and 
American cultures can create special challenges for Hmong 
high school students (Sonsalla, 1984; Goldstein, 1985; Moore, 
1990; Timm, 1994). 
2. Young people learn in different ways. The more 
practitioners understand how students learn, the more 
effective they can be in assisting students in learning 
(Gardner, 1983; Timm, 1996b). 
3. The ability of schools to identify the cultural 
context of its minority students may lead to increased 
student learning (Goldstein, 1985; Rich, 1988; Nieto, 1992; 
Timm, 1996b). 
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4. In seeking to be responsive to multicultural issues 
in education, the primary unit of change is the individual 
school and its community of learners. 
Methodology 
Both quantitative instruments and qualitative tools and 
methods were used to collect data. The Cultural-Context 
Inventory (Halverson, 1993a), the Group Embedded Figures Test 
(Witkin, Oltman, Raskin, & Karp, 1971), and a questionnaire 
detailing demographic information were administered to 60 
Hmong high school students. A focus group was conducted with 
six of these 60 Hmong high school students to collect 
additional data. Data were also collected through surveys 
given to a small group of educators identified as effective 
in working with Hmong high school students and through a 
focus group conducted with these same educators. 
Three research objectives guided the study. The 
Cultural-Context Inventory, Group Embedded Figures Test, 
questionnaire, surveys, and focus groups provided data which 
were used in answering the research questions. The population 
sample, data collection instruments, and procedures used in 
meeting each of the study's three objectives are detailed in 
Chapter 3. 
The two schools at which this study was conducted are 
large, comprehensive, urban high schools with total student 
enrollments of 1,841 and 1,644 at the time of the study. The 
schools are located in Eau Claire, Wisconsin, approximately 
five miles from each other. Administration of the two 
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instruments took place at each of the two high schools. The 
student and teacher focus groups were held at one of the high 
schools. 
The study was guided by three research objectives: 
1. To describe the cultural context of Hmong high school 
students. Two research questions were derived from this first 
objective. The research questions are as follows: 
1.1 To what extent are Hmong students high context? 
1.2 To what extent are Hmong students low context? 
To address the first research objective and answer the 
related questions, data from the Cultural-Context Inventory 
were used. As noted, students were administered the Cultural- 
Context Inventory. In addition, data from the student and 
educator focus groups and from a teacher survey were used. 
2. To describe the cognitive style of Hmong high school 
students. Two research questions were derived from this 
objective: 
2.1 To what degree is the cognitive style of Hmong 
students field independent? 
2.2 To what degree is the cognitive style of Hmong 
students field dependent? 
Data from the Group Embedded Figures Test were used to 
address the second research objective. All students were 
given the Group Embedded Figures Test. A third instrument, a 
questionnaire for collecting demographic information on each 
student, was also used. 
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3. To describe instructional practices which teachers 
and Hmong high school students perceive to be effective in 
helping students. Two research questions were derived from 
this objective: 
3.1 What instructional practices do teachers report as 
effective in assisting Hmong high school students in 
their learning? 
3.2 What instructional practices do Hmong high school 
students report as effective in assisting them in 
their learning? 
To meet the third objective and answer the two 
supporting research questions, the following strategies were 
employed. As the researcher, I surveyed teachers who had been 
identified as successful in working with Hmong students to 
determine what instructional practices they perceived as 
effective in assisting Hmong students in their learning. A 
focus group composed of these same teachers met to review 
practices found to be effective in working with Hmong 
students and validate the findings of the surveys. Ideas 
collected from this focus group were recorded and clustered 
around themes. Research from the review of literature on 
practices in schools found to be effective in assisting Hmong 
high school students in their learning also provided 
direction for educators. I also conducted a focus group with 
a sample of the students participating in the study to 
identify instructional practices they viewed as effective. 
18 
The following chapters provide a detailed description of 
the research. Chapter 2 presents the literature focusing on 
an overview of the history of the Hmong people, an 
examination of the concepts of cultural context and cognitive 
style, and a review of educational practices which may be 
effective in improving learning in Hmong high school 
students. Chapter 3 describes the procedures used to select 
the sample for the study and to collect the data for each of 
the three research objectives. Chapter 4 contains an analysis 
of the data collected for each research objective and related 
research questions. Chapter 5 summarizes the study, presents 
major findings, and advances recommendations for further 
research and action. 
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
The review of literature is organized into four 
interrelated sections: the historical context, the concept of 
culture, the concept of cognitive style, and effective 
educational practices. The first section outlines a brief 
history of the Hmong, provides background for their exodus to 
America, and builds an historical base for the study. Placing 
the Hmong in Laos in an historical context, the initial 
section documents the political and economic events which 
precipitated the arrival of the Hmong in America, examines a 
culture experiencing tremendous social and economic changes 
within a short time period, and presents major challenges 
facing the Hmong in their adopted land. Recording the serial 
emigrations of the Hmong people, it focuses on migratory 
patterns, the influence of the French, the involvement of the 
Hmong in the Vietnam War, life in refugee camps, and the 
challenges of resettlement in America. The second section 
discusses the concept of culture, defines cultural context, 
and focuses on characteristics of high/low context 
cultures. To establish a conceptual base for the cultural 
context of Hmong high school students, this section examines 
the values, beliefs, traditions, and practices of the Hmong. 
The third section discusses the concept of cognitive style, 
focusing on the theoretical framework and characteristics of 
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field independent/dependent styles. To provide a conceptual 
base for the cognitive style of Hmong high school students, 
it describes the self-consistent modes of functioning which 
Hmong secondary students have demonstrated in their 
perceptual and intellectual activities. The fourth section 
describes educational practices which have proven effective 
with many Hmong high school students and discusses the 
mission of schools and the role of the teacher. This final 
section also explores findings on the influence of cultural 
context on cognitive style and links between the two and 
learning and teaching. 
The Historical ..Context 
The review of the history of the Hmong people is 
presented in five sections: (1) Migrations through the 
Mountains: 5,000 BC-1861 AD; (2) Influence of the French: 
1861-1954; (3) The Secret War: 1961-1975; (4) Life in the 
Refugee Camps: 1975-1998; and (5) Resettlement in the United 
States: 1975-1999. A summary of each period provides 
background for this resolutely independent ethnic group which 
has spent much of its existence moving with clan members from 
turbulent lands to peaceful climes. 
The works of Ascher (1981), Cerquone (1986), Chan 
(1994), Fadiman (1997), Fass (1991, 1997), Isaacs (1983), 
Moore (1990), Pfaff (1995), and Takaki (1989) provide the 
basis for the major body of this section. When appropriate, 
the works of additional writers are cited. 
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Migrations through the Mountains: 
5000 BC-1961 AD 
In folklore and throughout their recorded history, the 
Hmong have been known as mountain people. Anthropological 
findings, ancient Chinese records, and scholars' conclusions 
place the Hmong in the central and northeast highlands of 
Asia 7,000 years ago. Pfaff (1995) told of tales passed down 
through oral tradition which speak of "a place having six 
months of light and six of dark where snow lay on the 
mountains and ice covered lakes" (p. 12). Migrating south and 
eastward from central Asia, the Hmong wended their way over 
the snow-covered Himalayas of Tibet to the southern Chinese 
provinces of Hunan, Kweichas, Szechwan, and Yunnam, where 
they established autonomous kingdoms (Geddes, 1976; Quincy, 
1988? Pfaff, 1995). Settling on the outskirts of the empire, 
the Hmong in China lived peacefully for centuries, farming 
land not claimed by those in power and paying tribute to 
local leaders. It was not until the 17th century that the 
Quig dynasty began a systematic oppression of the Hmong. 
Fierce fighters, the Hmong fought back through the 
Chinese military campaigns spanning the late 1600s through 
the mid-1800s. By the early nineteenth century, however, 
political persecution, coupled with a rise in population, led 
members of the Lo, Ly, and Moua clans to migrate once more, 
this time to the highlands of northeastern Laos where they 
settled around the Plain of Jars, a plateau which later was 
to play a key role in the secret war of the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA). Over a number of generations, 
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these Hmong clans moved slowly westward practicing swidden 
farming, raising maize and rice for food and opium for 
bartering. It was the economic value of opium that caught the 
attention of France, which was looking to expand its colonial 
empire and gain access to the lucrative China trade 
controlled by England. 
Influence of the French: 
1861-1954 
The French had hoped to gain access to the riches of the 
interior by circumventing China's British-controlled coast. 
To this end, they navigated the Mekong and Red rivers, 
establishing a garrison at Saigon in 1861, conquering 
northern Vietnam in 1882, and establishing French Indochina 
(with control over Tonkin, Indochina, Vietnam, Laos, and 
Cambodia) in 1893 (Chan, 1994; Pfaff, 1995). For the next 
half century, France ruled the French Indochinese Union and 
initiated a number of practices to generate cash: 
conscripting males to build a French colonial infrastructure, 
levying a head tax, and promoting a lucrative opium trade. 
Nationalist uprisings in the early 1900s against the French 
were always quelled. During the Second World War, Japan 
invaded the region and took control. Though France returned 
to rule after the war, nationalist sentiment prevented France 
from regaining its former power. 
A pro-French government took control in 1953 . With the 
capture of Dien Bien Phu by the North Vietnamese in 1954, 
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French control of Indochina ended. The Geneva Convention of 
1954 divided Vietnam at the 17th parallel into two zones. 
The Secret War: 
1961-1975 
As the French withdrew, the United States stepped in. 
President Eisenhower, though refusing to send troops to 
Vietnam, Cambodia, or Laos, did authorize strategic support 
of anti-communist regimes. The United States thus began its 
twenty-year involvement in a secret war. In the first month 
of his presidency, John Kennedy, having been briefed by 
Eisenhower, ordered the CIA to recruit an army of Laotian and 
Vietnamese mountain people to cut off North Vietnamese 
supplies on the Ho Chi Minh Trail. The Hmong were recruited 
for war, assured that, no matter what the outcome, they would 
be provided for and protected by the United States. Takaki 
(1989) recorded the memories of Hmong men conscripted as 
soldiers: 
They had been targeted for destruction by the Pathet 
Lao. "From 1961 on," said Houa Thao Vang, "we worked for 
the CIA." "We Hmong fought what Americans call the 
Secret War in Laos," revealed Dang Moua. "It was no 
secret to us." Touly Xiong was one of the Hmong 
soldiers: "Every young man had to serve in the army. We 
had no choice. The village leader would come and get 
you." The war inflicted heavy casualties on the Hmong. 
(p. 462) 
Pfaff (1995) documented how Hmong soldiers, knowing the 
terrain and able to navigate the forests, "ambushed communist 
supply lines, guarded radar installations which guided United 
States bombers over North Vietnam and acted as the front-line 
defense of Laos" (p. 29). The war ravaged Laos the entire 
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decade of the 1960s and half of the 1970s. The Plain of Jars, 
the highland area settled by many Hmong after their exodus 
from China, supported 150,000 people in 1960. This was not 
the case 10 years later, as Isaacs (1983) documented: 
A decade later, after mass evacuation, fewer than 
9,000 were left, and none of its villages were 
still standing. Refugees among the tens of 
thousands who trekked out of the plain after 
government forces briefly re-captured it in 1970 
told terrible stories. "There wasn't a night when 
we went to sleep that we thought we'd live to see 
the morning," one of them said. Under the bombing, 
whole villages moved underground. "We never saw the 
sun," said another refugee, (p. 162) 
The war's victims were not limited to soldiers and the 
dead. Everyday life was a casualty as normality turned upside 
down. Families were disrupted. With many of the men and 
teenage boys off fighting, villages had to endure in their 
absence. Some of the recruits were sent to Thailand for 
training in radio communications, map reading, and munitions 
use. Families relocated to Loy Tieng, the major base 
southeast of the Plain of Jars, to be near fathers, brothers, 
and husbands. Farmlands were barren, and a once-productive 
economy now lay as fallow as the fields. Lands within enemy 
lines were bombed and craters dotted the landscape in the 
northeastern mountains. 
Hmong soldiers risked their lives in furthering the 
CIA's mission. They went to war to aid the United States in 
preventing the North Vietnamese from crossing Route 7 to 
South Vietnam. Conscripted by village leaders and convinced 
by the CIA that the North Vietnamese would usurp their lands 
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if they did not fight, Hmong took up arms. They cleared brush 
for air strips, rescued downed pilots, gathered intelligence 
information, set booby traps, and guarded radar 
installations. Pfaff (1995) recounted the tremendous cost: 
"By 1969 more than 110,000 Hmong had become refugees in their 
own country, settling southwest of the Plain of Jars...By 
1972, the war had claimed more than 10,000 Hmong soldiers, 
and perhaps twice as many civilians" (pp. 45 & 47). 
As early as the 1960s, heavy bombing in the north forced 
Hmong villagers to flee to uninhabited areas or to the 
lowlands. Unable to farm, the independent Hmong had to depend 
on food supplies dropped by the United States to remote areas 
and refugee camps. In 1975, the Americans withdrew, the Royal 
Lao government fell, the Pathet Lao gained power, and the 
former trickle of Hmong refugees to Thailand became a steady 
current. With two decades of war behind them, many Hmong now, 
like their ancestors, assumed refugee status as they sought a 
safe haven. This time, rather than having mountains to climb, 
they had the Mekong River to cross. Refugee camps on the 
other side, meant to be a temporary sanctuary, became a long¬ 
term home for some. The cost of engagement in the CIA's fight 
was their way of life itself. Isaacs (1983) captured the 
tragedy of both fighting and flight as he reflected on Hmong 
involvement: 
In Laos, caught up in a war they did not understand 
until far too late to escape it and that was fought with 
weapons too powerful for their traditional way of life 
to withstand, the Hmong would finally run out of 
mountains. On the long, long list of the Indochina war, 
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the Hmong, along with the Cambodians, would be perhaps 
the saddest of all. (p. 166) 
As the Americans withdrew, food and medicine were in short 
supply. The Pathet Lao, while encouraging the displaced to 
return to villages, set up prison camps for village leaders 
and military personnel. With families fragmented, some joined 
the resistance movement and clashed with security forces. 
Since much of the land had been devastated or defoliated, 
farming proved difficult. Agrarian pursuits were also less 
lucrative than soldiers' pay and American provisions, which 
had replaced the traditional economic system throughout the 
war. Many who returned to Laos were suspected of pro-American 
leanings and killed. From mountain villages Hmong refugees 
began the three-to-four week trek to the Mekong River at the 
Laos-Thailand border. Many endured near-starvation; others 
died before they reached the river's edge (Ascher, 1981). 
Though their land was ravaged by war, most refugees left Laos 
expecting to return once the government stabilized. Only 
after they had spent considerable time in camps did they 
realize that the squalid safety of refugee camps or the 
unknown terrain of America was preferable to the danger and 
stripped landscape of the Laotian highlands. 
Life in the Refugee Camps: 
1975-1999 
Hmong newcomers to Thailand were considered illegal 
immigrants, having entered the country without visas. Once 
they were granted entrance to a refugee camp, their status 
changed to displaced persons—reflecting the Thai 
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government's refusal to offer them permanent residency. 
Facilities and services were strained due to the huge numbers 
of refugees arriving daily. Cerquone (1986) noted, "During 
1980, for example, more than 1,200 Hmong and 2,400 ethnic Lao 
arrived monthly in Thailand" (p. 6). 
Life in the camps was difficult. To discourage Hmong 
from entering Thailand, the Thai government provided little 
assistance or opportunities for work and forbade Hmong from 
moving to urban areas to seek employment or to rural areas to 
farm (Quincy, 1988). The United Nations High Commissions for 
Refugees did coordinate job opportunities in the camps of a 
number of religious and lay organizations, which later 
directed the settlements in the United States. 
Life was hard, food was rationed, privacy was 
nonexistent, and hope was distant. Ban Vinai, a camp composed 
primarily of Hmong refugees in the northeastern part of 
Thailand, was cited in a 1985 Senate report for its poor 
sanitation, high rates of physical and mental illness in its 
inhabitants, and lack of educational facilities (Cerquone, 
1986). Typical bamboo huts of 100 square feet or tin-roofed 
row houses were home to two or three families who rotated 
sleeping schedules and cooked communally (Pfaff, 1995). 
Accustomed to the highlands, the Hmong found the heat of 
the lowlands difficult. Malaria, tuberculosis, diarrhea and 
skin infections flourished. Medical treatment was dispensed 
in crude barracks by doctors working through Hmong village, 
clan, and military leaders. Physicians worked beside shamans, 
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who performed traditional rituals, and herbalists, who used 
local medicinal herbs (Pfaff, 1995). 
The absence of work in refugee camps ground families 
down. Since the traditional labor of women was somewhat the 
same in the camps as it had been in the mountains (child 
care, sewing, cooking, and household chores), women did not 
experience culture shock and the undermining of a sense of 
self to the degree that men did. Participating in the 
resistance movement, working at voluntary agencies, or 
bartering when there were goods to be traded provided some 
activity for men but not enough; many spent their time just 
waiting, stripped of work which gave them an identity. Unable 
to resettle in the countryside, they were locked in camps 
with little farmland—warehoused in international relief 
terms. The result was often depression. When internment in 
the camps spanned years, depression often led to aggressive, 
regressive, and self-destructive tendencies. 
Resettlement to third countries also caused trauma as 
clans were often further fragmented. In families where a man 
had taken more than one wife, he had to choose. In extended 
families, grandparents were often left behind. As refugees 
emigrated to the United States, where language and customs 
were foreign, the familiar support systems remained behind, 
half-way around the globe in Thai refugee camps. 
In reviewing the literature on refugee camps, Ascher 
(1981) cited the following as among the more compelling of 
refugees' common experiences: 
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1) Basic needs (food, clothing, shelter) were met, but 
overcrowding and a lack of privacy were omnipresent. 
2) The local population had little say over living 
conditions and future plans. 
3) Boredom and lack of work bred low morale. 
4) Refugees had little contact beyond the camps and were 
isolated. 
5) Mental health needs and existing or potential 
dissonance between cultural values and refugee camp practices 
were significant issues ignored by authorities, (pp. 17-18) 
These were experiences and conditions also shared by the 
Hmong in camps from 1975-1999. The resultant depression and 
undercutting of a work ethic affected the quality of mental 
and physical health experienced by refugees in camps and 
later followed some as they traveled across the ocean to 
their new homes. Ban Vinai camp provided little education, 
had poor sanitation, and witnessed a high rate of physical 
and mental illness. Chiang Khan camp had highly restrictive 
resettlement policies. Family members who had left Laos at 
different times were not allowed to resettle to find each 
other. Such a practice increased the incidence of depression 
among refugees there. 
If the present did not seem hopeful, neither did the 
possibility of relocation to a third country. The myth of 
America as a land of opportunity was at odds with the tapes 
and letters of early emigres who had recounted tales of hard 
times and loneliness in a strange, new land. But as political 
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refugees who had assisted the CIA and Royal Lao Government, 
or as farmers who had sustained poor rice harvests 
immediately following the war, few in camps pursued the 
option of returning to Laos. The danger was too great. Many 
who made the trek back to Laos were suspected of having CIA 
connections or sympathies and killed. Though emigration was 
to bring with it problems which would persist over two 
decades for some, it still presented the most positive 
possibilities. 
Hmong in America: 
1975-1999 
Although some families chose to emigrate to France, most 
refugees opted for the United States as their new home. The 
first wave of approximately 9,000 Hmong refugees, who arrived 
between 1975 and 1978, blended fairly well into mainstream 
United States' culture; among its numbers were former 
military officers, clan leaders, those who had some formal 
education, and those whose social and economic 
characteristics were more consistent with the mores of the 
United States. The second group, arriving between 1979 and 
1981 and numbering about 43,000, had a different experience 
(Fass, 1991). Younger than those in the first wave, members 
of the second wave often lacked written verbal skills and did 
not know how to function in a wage economy. Fass recorded, 
"Adults were illiterate in their language; they had little 
prior vocational skills and experience to draw upon beyond 
home embroidery, swidden farming, and warfare; and they had 
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negligible exposure to western society and culture" (p. 11). 
Products of an agrarian economy and a clan-centered, 
historically preliterate, homogeneous, insulated culture, 
they arrived in the airports of the United States ill- 
equipped to deal with a technological, industrial, literate, 
heterogeneous, media-saturated culture. And as they arrived, 
they brought with them the nightmares and wounds of years of 
war, refugee camps, and dislocation. 
They also brought with them skills which had little use 
here: how to gather intelligence for the CIA, set booby 
traps, weave baskets, thatch houses, farm the land, and 
thresh grains. Most American conventions and institutions 
were foreign to them. With indoor plumbing nonexistent in 
their Laotian villages, they had to learn how to use toilets 
Everything electrical was new: televisions, lights, and 
refrigerators. Families which had built and owned their 
houses in Laos now moved with their many children into small 
apartments in depressed areas of towns where rents were low. 
Plopped into this strange land, many tried to pick up where 
they had left off, continuing practices which were 
appropriate in rural Laos, but which caused problems in the 
apartments of Wisconsin or Minnesota. One Eau Claire, 
Wisconsin landlord (Doherty, 1997) remembered how early 
cultural misunderstandings provided fodder for the prejudice 
encountered by Hmong refugees: 
In the late 1970s and early 1980s, some Hmong refugees 
made compost piles of vegetable remains and food scraps 
not understanding the problems this would cause in an 
32 
apartment setting. Because of economics, they often 
crowded a family of ten people into an apartment 
designed for a family of four. Just as they did not 
understand community expectations here, we did not 
understand the world they had left behind. 
Though community agencies since that time have developed more 
comprehensive services to orient refugees in their new land, 
prejudice and discrimination have persisted from initial 
encounters. 
They also persisted as the percentages of Hmong on 
welfare remained high. Fadiman (1997a) noted that in 1996, 
"In California, Minnesota and Wisconsin, the states with the 
largest Hmong populations, an estimated 35 to 45 percent of 
all Hmong adults received public assistance...an improvement 
over five years earlier, when more than half did" (p. 59). 
Language hurdles and the financial challenges presented by 
large families made it difficult for many Hmong families to 
gain their independence from welfare. 
As Hmong families made America their home, Hmong 
children entered the K-12 educational system in large numbers 
in the poorer parts of cities in which clusters of Hmong 
families had settled. Schools were suddenly faced with the 
challenge of providing instruction to many children who did 
not speak English and/or were not literate in Hmong. The 
resultant financial hardships in some school districts caused 
further tensions. Districts scrambled to create English as a 
Second Language (ESL) and bilingual programs. Enrolled in 
both mainstream and ESL or bilingual classes, children 
learned quickly. 
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Teachers had little knowledge of this new refugee group. 
Work done initially in staff development programs to educate 
practitioners about the special needs of Hmong children 
varied greatly both by district and by individual school. For 
example, in the Eau Claire Area School District in Eau 
Claire, Wisconsin, much work was done at Randall, Longfellow 
and Sam Davey elementary schools and Delong Middle School, 
all of which had significant numbers of refugee children in 
their classrooms; at North High School, with a 7 percent 
Hmong student population, staff development opportunities 
initially were focused on the few staff members involved in 
the formal ESL program; only since 1994 have they targeted 
the entire faculty. At Memorial High School across town, 
where Hmong students constituted only 3 percent of the 
population, formal staff development activities have occurred 
since 1995, although many individual teachers had years 
before become knowledgeable about Hmong culture on their own. 
Through schooling, children quickly became the link for 
the older members of their families to the Western world and 
the local community. They also began to take on some 
functions previously held by their elders. Fadiman (1997a) 
noted, "Because they speak English and are conversant with 
American social conventions, children have assumed much of 
the power that used to belong to their elders. Parents depend 
on children—even very young ones—to translate, mediate and 
explain" (p. 60). In a culture characterized by its 
independence, pride, and respect paid to elders, it has been 
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difficult for parents and grandparents to depend on their 
children for interpreting this new world to them. 
For the younger generation, it has been challenging to 
juggle the roles of dutiful Hmong sons and daughters and 
knowledgeable American young people. Moore (1990) recorded 
how Yee Chang, when a freshman at St. Olaf's College, 
articulated the difficulty of balancing the two worlds: 
One of the worst problems for a Hmong kid is being in a 
situation where you have to decide if you're going to 
respond as a Hmong or as an American...I have to work 
everything out. And then I still don't know if I did the 
right thing. It's like that in almost every situation. I 
have to decide who I am. When I'm at school, I'm an 
American. But as soon as I walk in the door at home, I'm 
in a different world, (p. 4) 
Yee's words capture the confusion felt by many young 
people as they try to be both obedient and cooperative sons 
and daughters and assertive and independent American teens. 
Moore (1990) commented on the significance of Yee's words, 
having gained a special insight into Hmong families through 
his work over nearly two decades as the organizer and leader 
of the first Hmong Boy Scout Troop in Minneapolis: 
His role is fraught with ambivalence. Sometimes he is 
treated as a boy who needs to be told how to behave, 
especially when Hmong cultural mores are the subject. 
But at other times, his advice is sought out, because he 
best knows the American culture, with all of its 
incomprehensible demands. The eiders want him to 
sacrifice and to study hard to do things the American 
way, but at the same time they want him to be a good 
Hmong, to show deference to his elders, to take family 
responsibilities seriously. They do not always 
understand that as a student he may not be fully able to 
make an economic contribution, or to give time to help 
with child-rearing or participation in family activities 
or rituals, (p. 48) 
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Yee is not alone in straddling two cultures. He belongs 
to the generation of adolescent refugees who eat burgers and 
fries at school for lunch and rice and bok choy at home for 
dinner; who tap their feet to the rhythms of the drums and 
electric guitars Friday afternoon at the school pepfest and 
listen to the sounds of the xim xaus and qeej Friday night at 
the start of the Hmong New Year festival. It is a rich life 
but demands an exhausting balancing act lived with one foot 
in the Hmong world and the other in the American. 
The Concept of Culture 
The concept of culture has evolved over the past hundred 
years in the discussions of social scientists. Culture is the 
composite of the beliefs, behavior patterns, arts, and 
artifacts which a people or community share over time. 
Anthropologist Edward Hall (1959) defined culture as "the way 
of life of a people, ...the sum of their learned behavior 
patterns, attitudes, and material things" (p. 43) and more 
recently (1989) as "a system for creating, sending, storing, 
and processing information developed by human beings, which 
differentiates them from other life forms" (p. 183). Focusing 
on the interrelatedness of facets of a culture, he developed 
a concept of culture as a continuum from high to low context, 
an idea which is useful in understanding differences among 
cultural groups. This concept was further explored by 
Halverson and used as the theoretical framework underpinning 
the Cultural-Context Inventory. 
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The literature on culture is reviewed in two parts: 
(1) Cultural Context? and (2) High/Low Context Cultures. 
Cultural Context 
Culture refers to the beliefs, values, practices, 
artifacts, inventions, language, and guiding principles about 
behavior which a people or group share and pass from one 
generation to another. Context refers to the surrounding 
field; to the events, words, or actions which come before and 
which follow? to the circumstances in which something occurs? 
and to the surrounding conditions or interrelated 
circumstances in which something exists. 
In his research over the past five decades on the impact 
of cultural differences and his work with Native Americans, 
Arabs, and with Japanese, German, French, and American 
business people, among others. Hall was interested in the 
subject of culture as communication and the conscious and 
unconscious effects of culture on behavior. He developed both 
a theory of culture and a system for analyzing culture. Hall 
(1983) recognized the importance of context in communication, 
believing that all communication and meaning has a contextual 
component: "Information, context, and meaning are bound 
together in a balanced, functional relationship" (p. 56). As 
a means of understanding cultural behavior. Hall constructed 
a framework of high and low context. The information that 
surrounds an event is the context. The event cannot be 
defined without including the context. Events and context 
compose the meaning of a situation, communication, or 
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interchange. In each culture, a different importance is 
assigned to events or to context: in some cultures of the 
world, the context is high; in others, low. Hall (1976) 
captured the differences in these words: 
A high context (HC) communication or message is one in 
which most of the information is already in the person, 
while very little is in the coded, explicit, transmitted 
part of the message. A low context (LC) communication is 
just the opposite: i.e. the mass of the information is 
vested in the explicit code. 
In other words, in a high context exchange, the listener 
understands the context, and very little explicit information 
needs to be conveyed; in a low context exchange, the listener 
is not aware of surrounding events, and much background 
information must be conveyed for the listener to understand 
the content. In high context, much is taken for granted and 
little is spelled out; in low context, much is spelled out 
and little is taken for granted. 
High/Low Context Cultures 
Approaching culture in its entirety as a form of 
communication. Hall (1959) identified 10 dimensions of human 
behavior which combine to produce culture. He labeled these 
dimensions Primary Message Systems (PMS). These 10 facets of 
human activity are as follows: interaction (communication), 
association (relationships), subsistence (food/work), 
bisexuality (reproduction and differentiation of form and 
function along gender lines), territoriality (space), 
temporality (time), learning (developing and transmitting 
knowledge), play (recreational behavior), defense (protective 
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mechanisms), and exploitation (adaptation of the body to meet 
specialized environmental conditions). Each of these can be 
reviewed in terms of the continuum of high and low context. 
Hall examined high/low context patterns across racial, 
ethnic, and national groups. He noted that all cultures 
placed people and relationships along the context scale. In 
his work with business people, for example, he found that 
North Germans were low context, talking directly to the point 
and demanding an abundance of data before making a decision. 
The Japanese, particularly older Japanese who had not adapted 
to Western communication patterns, were high context, talking 
around the point and making decisions based on the 
relationship with the other person. Hall noted that the 
ability to communicate in both cultures was dependent on the 
ability to understand patterns of behavior within a given 
setting. In summary, Hall believed that patterns emerged 
within cultures, context varied greatly among cultures, the 
ability to be effective in a culture was dependent on the 
ability to adapt to the context of the culture, and that 
there was variation among individuals within a culture. 
In Hall's system, the following are characteristics of a 
high context culture. The center of control is the group 
rather than the self. Groups are often hierarchically 
ordered, with those in charge responsible and responsive to 
the larger group. Time is fluid, not easily scheduled. What 
is important is the activity at hand. The past is respected; 
the future is not a factor which controls behavior. Change is 
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slow. Space is shared. The concepts of physical boundaries or 
private property are not strong. Relationships are stable, 
cultivated over time, and rooted in trust. Communication is 
implicit: what surrounds the words is more important than the 
words themselves. Communication is used to invite people to 
interact rather than to articulate a direct message. Since 
the focus is on relationships, conflict is personalized; 
since conflict can interfere with work, it must either be 
avoided or resolved before the normal rhythm of life can 
resume. In a high context culture, the approach to learning 
is global and interconnected. How well something is learned 
is more important than how quickly it is mastered. Learning 
is seen as a group endeavor rather than a solitary pursuit. 
Reasoning is deductive, moving from the general to the 
specific. 
In a low context culture, the locus of control is the 
individual rather than the group. Independence is valued, and 
individual achievement rather than social responsibility 
becomes the measure of success. Time is scheduled, 
manipulable, and compartmentalized. The future shapes the 
present. What is important is efficiency. Change is rapid. 
Space is individual, and privacy is to be respected. 
Communication is explicit: the words carry information, 
ideas, and opinions which are the purpose of the message. 
Since the focus is on the task rather than on relationships, 
conflict is depersonalized; since conflict is depersonalized, 
disagreements can be addressed head-on. The approach to 
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learning is analytical and compartmentalized. How swiftly and 
efficiently something is mastered is important. Learning is 
an individual pursuit. Reasoning is inductive, moving from 
the specific to the general. 
Using his concept of high and low context. Hall 
identified patterns in different racial, ethnic, and national 
groups, while recognizing that within any given group there 
are individuals who do not fit the cultural pattern. Those 
cultures he determined to be high context include African, 
African American, Latin American, Native American, Hispanic, 
and Japanese. Those he classified as low context include 
Swiss, German, and Scandinavian. Those somewhere in between 
include Arab, French, Greek, and Italian on the medium-high 
end and North Americans on the medium-low end of the 
continuum (Hall, 1959, 1983, 1989). 
There is a limited body of research which is consistent 
with Hall's observations, particularly as they relate to 
culturally sanctioned approaches to learning. Halverson 
(1993a) noted that the high/low context framework is helpful 
in conceptualizing patterns of informal behavior for cultural 
groups. Halverson cautioned, however, that the concept of 
high and low context should not be used as a rigid framework 
for categorizing people since other factors come into play: 
Numerous factors affect one's socialization and, 
therefore, one's orientation toward high or low context: 
amount of time spent living with different cultural 
groups, geographic proximity to different cultures, 
language, birth order in the family, education, 
professional status, and visible identity, (p. 133) 
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Halverson further noted that each person belongs to a number 
of cultural groups based on such factors as ethnicity, race, 
a9er gender, or class status; membership in each group brings 
with it a different orientation on the high/low context 
continuum. An individual's composite orientation toward high 
or low context leads that person to approach life's 
activities in a consistent manner. Herein lies some of the 
challenge for Hmong American young people as they juggle the 
high context world of their parents with the low context 
world of their non-Hmong peers. This juggling act is even 
more complex for girls as they try to fulfill daily familial 
responsibilities, deal with cultural pressures to marry early 
and have large families, engage in extracurricular school 
activities, and meet expectations for academic achievement. 
Recognizing the power of gender in informing behavior, 
Halverson (1993a) extended Hall's framework to gender groups, 
noting that women tended to be high context in their concern 
for process, relationships, and conflict avoidance. Halverson 
tempered the argument, however, by observing that women were 
inclined to have non-hierarchical social structures, a 
characteristic of low context cultures. 
Research involving African American, Mexican American, 
and Hmong American students describes cultural groups with 
high context characteristics. In studies focusing on African 
American students. Shade (1986, 1997) found that student 
relationships depended on trust and that cooperative and 
observational learning were the styles of choice, in research 
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examining how students learned, Dunn and Dunn (1978) and 
Vasquez (1990) found that Mexican American students preferred 
a group rather than an individual orientation and had a 
global approach to learning. In studies investigating Native 
American students' approach to learning, Caldwell (1989) and 
Kasten (1992) reported that Native American students 
approached learning holistically and preferred group rather 
than solitary pursuits. In working with Hmong students, 
Worthley (1987) observed that Hmong students preferred group 
rather than independent activities and had a global rather 
than an analytical approach. Timm (1996) also found this to 
be true in her study of Hmong students and further reported 
that Hmong students identified closely with family and clan, 
had stable relationships built on trust, and learned by 
observing others and then practicing themselves. 
f’nnr’ppt- of Cognitive £ty1 e 
While culture focuses on the shared beliefs and 
functions of a group, cognitive style focuses on the modes of 
functioning which an individual demonstrates over time in 
perceptual and intellectual activities. Research on cognitive 
style has been ongoing for the past 50 years. Herman Witkin's 
work provides a conceptual framework for cognitive style in 
assessing broad dimensions of personal functioning. Witkin 
uses the stylistic constructs of field dependent and field 
independent to encompass both perceptual and intellectual 
activities. 
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Though the work of Hall focuses on culture and the 
research of Witkin focuses on cognitive style, there are some 
similarities. Many of the characteristics of Hall's low 
context framework are similar to Witkin's field independent 
profile. Similarly, Hall's high context characteristics seem 
consistent with Witkin's field dependent characteristics. The 
review of the literature on cognitive style is presented in 
two parts: (1) Theoretical Framework and (2) Field 
Dependent/Independent Cognitive Styles. 
Theoretical Framework 
Interested in the psychology of perception and 
differentiation, Witkin, Dyk, Faterson, Goodenough, and Karp 
(1962) designed studies which sought to determine how quickly 
people locate the upright position using the surrounding 
field through visual cues and the direction of gravity 
through vestibular, tactile and kinesthetic cues. The 
theoretical construct which evolved "represents successive 
attempts to conceptualize, first, the early observed self- 
consistent, individual differences in mode of orientation, 
and, later, the ever-broadening patterns of individual 
differences identified in subsequent studies of the scope of 
these self-consistencies" (p. 8). 
Witkin et al. constructed a number of test situations to 
understand the basis of perception of the upright. In the 
body-adjustment test (BAT) and the rod-and-frame test (RFT), 
experimenters tilted the visual framework and left the 
gravitational pull on the body (of the subject) unaltered. In 
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the BAT, the subject, sitting on a chair which tilted to the 
right and left in a room which also tilted to the right and 
left, was asked to align her/himself in an upright position. 
In the RFT, the subject, sitting in a darkened room facing a 
tilting lighted frame which enclosed a lighted rod, was asked 
to direct the experimenter to position the rod in an upright 
manner within the frame. In the rotating-room test (RRT), 
experimenters altered the direction of the force acting on 
the body (of the subject) and preserved the upright position 
of the visual framework. Seated in a chair which tilted to 
the left and right within a room which moved around a 
circular track, the subject experienced both an outward 
centrifugal pull and a downward gravitational pull. The 
subject was to indicate when s/he experienced an upright 
bodily position. Through this research, Witkin, Dyk, 
Faterson, Goodenough, and Karp hypothesized that "individual 
differences...represented differences in the tendency to use 
the external visual field or the body itself as a primary 
referent for perception of the upright" (p. 13). 
To refer to the mode of using the external field in 
determining the upright, Witkin and colleagues coined the 
term field dependent; to refer to the mode of using the body, 
they coined the term field independent. 
The results of the RFT, BAT, and RRT, taken together, 
made it quite clear that primary reliance on the body would 
lead to a more accurate performance in some situations, 
whereas reliance on the visual field would lead to a more 
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accurate performance in other situations. Results from the 
three orientation tests supported the idea that reliance on 
cues from the body leads to relatively accurate adjustments 
of rod or body to the gravitational vertical. In the RRT, on 
the other hand, reliance on bodily cues leads to relatively 
inaccurate adjustments. Thus, neither a field dependent nor 
field independent mode of functioning is uniformly good or 
bad in its consequences for perception of the upright in 
space. Free of value judgment, the terms field dependent and 
field independent represent two different modes of 
functioning. 
Building on this research, Witkin next designed a study 
which required the subject to identify an object from an 
organized field in which it was embedded. In the Embedded 
Figures Test (EFT) (Witkin, 1950), the subject is shown a 
simple geometric figure and then asked to locate this figure 
within a more complex pattern. Subjects who found it 
difficult to disembed the simple design from the more complex 
one were those who were field dependent on the RFT, BAT, and 
RRT. These subjects also found it difficult to solve problems 
which demanded taking an important element out of context, 
restructuring the situation, and using the element in a 
different context. Subjects who found it easy to trace the 
design were field independent on the previous tests of 
orientation (Witkin). These subjects found it easier to 
locate the figure by breaking up the given complex pattern. 
Since the use of the EFT is often difficult with a large 
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sample, Oltman, Raskin, and Witkin also constructed the Group 
Embedded Figures Test (GEFT) to use in a group testing 
situation. Containing 18 complex figures, 17 of which were 
taken from the EFT, the GEFT has been closely modeled on the 
EFT. 
Witkin, Lewis, Hertzman, Machover, and Wapner (1954) 
concluded that field dependence/independence was a 
perceptual/analytical ability and that this ability was 
discernible with consistency in an individual's perceptual 
functioning. They detailed the differences between the two 
orientations: 
We designated as field-independent those who showed a 
capacity to differentiate objects from their 
backgrounds. Conversely, the field-dependent subjects 
were those whose performance reflected...submission to 
the domination of the background, and inability to keep 
an item separate from its surroundings. In the general 
population, perceptual performances reflecting the 
extent of field-dependence or field-independence are 
ranged in a continuum rather than constituting two 
distinct types, (p. 189) 
Witkin et al. posited that those subjects identified as field 
independent excelled at separating essential elements within 
a context and reworking these in a different context. Their 
expanding theory stated that field independent people 
apprehend items as discrete from a background when the field 
is organized, impose structure on a field, and experience it 
as organized. Subsequent studies (Witkin, Dyk, Faterson, 
Goodenough, & Karp, 1962) supported this idea. Witkin and 
Goodenough (1981) conceived the idea of a continuum with an 
articulated field approach at one end and a global field 
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approach at the other. Witkin then placed field 
dependence/independence in the broader framework of 
psychological differentiation, an organism-wide process. His 
differentiation theory posited that people are self- 
consistent in how they perceive the separateness of one 
element from others, whether self from others or specific 
functions within a larger activity. 
A professor for 21 years and research scientist at 
Educational Testing Service (ETS) for eight, Witkin was aware 
of the significance of his studies for education. He noted 
that standardized intelligence tests employed an analytical 
approach to problem solving and that students with a field 
independent approach excelled at tasks demanding this logical 
orientation. Witkin and Goodenough (1981) noted, however, 
that, in tasks demanding comprehension, information, and 
vocabulary, field independent students did not excel more 
than field dependent students. 
Field Dependent/Independent 
Cognitive Styles 
Much research has been done regarding characteristics of 
field dependent/independent cognitive styles. In educational 
settings, an individual who falls at the field dependent end 
of the cognitive style continuum prefers working in groups to 
working alone (Gardner, 1980); relies on encouragement, the 
direction of others, and extrinsic motivation (Chickering, 
1976; Witkin, Moore, Goodenough, & Cox, 1977), has a global 
approach to learning (Witkin, 1976); is sensitive to others 
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and aware of the surrounding social context (Witkin et al., 
1977); and is able to adapt to new situations and better at 
incidental learning than her/his field independent 
counterpart (Heppner & Krauskopf, 1987) . An individual who 
falls at the field independent end of the continuum prefers 
working alone and is intrinsically motivated (Witkin, 1976; 
Heppner & Krauskopf); has an analytical approach to learning 
(Chickering; Witkin & Goodenough, 1981); is systematic in 
his/her learning (Heppner & Krauskopf); and enjoys 
competition and personal recognition (Ramirez & Casteneda, 
1974). 
Field dependence/independence is a construct which 
describes a continuum used to identify differing cognitive 
styles. Witkin and Goodenough (1981) believed it to be 
connected to the development of a person as a whole and 
defined it as a integrated dimension of individual 
functioning as demonstrated in the perceptual, intellectual, 
personality, and social domains. Whether a person's cognitive 
style is field dependent or independent, the style itself is 
self-consistent and stable in nature. The terms articulate 
individual differences in regard to how a person acts rather 
than what a person does—in process rather than content. 
Witkin and Goodenough state, "Field-dependent people, 
compared with field-independent ones, give more evidence of 
interpersonal competencies; in contrast, field-independent 
people have greater skill in cognitive restructuring" (pp. 
58-59). Finally, the concepts are value-neutral. Neither is 
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inherently bad nor good, but rather each represents the way 
an individual approaches problem solving or learning. 
Effective Educational Practices 
Effective educational practices are rooted in an 
understanding of the way learners learn. All people are 
learners—products of their total worlds and of genetics, of 
the cultures in which they have grown up and of the 
hereditary mix passed on by parents. Learners are influenced 
by the beliefs and practices of the cultural groups in which 
they have participated; simultaneously, they are different as 
individuals from others who share membership in the cultural 
groups to which they belong. 
Hmong children are relatively recent arrivals to 
America, having graced its classrooms for only the past 25 
years. There is a small but growing body of research on Hmong 
students, their value orientations, their approach to 
learning, and their experiences in American schools. The 
final section in Chapter 2 will review the literature 
relative to cultural context and cognitive style of Hmong 
high school students. In reviewing the literature, educators 
may gain insight into how Hmong culture shapes its young 
people, how Hmong students approach learning, and how 
educators may develop instructional strategies and curricula 
which better serve these students' educational needs. 
Understanding the cultural context of Hmong students and 
examining the research on cognitive style and links between 
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culture, cognitive style, and learning may assist teachers as 
they work with Hmong students. 
The review of the literature on cultural context and 
cognitive style of Hmong students and the relationship of 
these to effective educational practices is divided into six 
sections: The Mission of American Schools; Core Cultural 
Factors Influencing Learning; Effects of Acculturation on 
Hmong Students; The Role of the Teacher; Research on Hmong 
High School Students; and Cultural Context, Cognitive Style, 
and Instruction. 
The Mission of American Schools 
The mission of American schools is to educate and 
socialize young people so that they become responsible, 
knowledgeable, and productive citizens. Schools are expected 
to teach children the concepts, values, and skills they need 
to function as contributing community members. As societal 
expectations for schools have expanded to include functions 
once performed by parents, church, community members and 
community institutions, and as the occupational profile of 
workers has changed dramatically due to technological 
innovation, the mission of schools has become more 
comprehensive, complex, and difficult. The world is a more 
complicated place, and schools reflect this fact. 
Schools also reflect the increasing racial and ethnic 
diversity of American society. With the influx of immigrants 
to United States' shores at the turn of the century, public 
schools swelled to educate immigrant children and channel 
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them into the labor force. Though monumental even then, the 
task, however, was less complex than today's for a number of 
reasons: compulsory education was not yet mandated, and the 
poorest of the poor had to forego schooling for work; having 
built church schools to ensure that their children would be 
versed in religious as well as secular affairs, many 
immigrants did not send their children to public schools; and 
the degree of diversity was less, most immigrants hailing 
from Europe and sharing at least some elements of Western 
culture with other immigrant groups. This would change in the 
mid-1960s as the majority of immigrants no longer hailed from 
European lands. 
In the second half of the twentieth century, America's 
classrooms began to witness a broadening diversity. The Civil 
Rights Act of 1964 mandated the integration of America's 
classrooms; African American children had the reinforcement 
of law backing up their right to an education in schools 
formerly closed to them. Emigres continued to flock to 
America. The 1990 census documents that more immigrants 
entered the United States in the 1980s than in any other time 
since the nineteenth century. With diverse waves of 
immigrants from Southeast Asia and Latin America, in 
particular, settling in the United States over the past four 
decades, the complexity of the task of educating has 
increased. 
Now more than ever, teachers are expected to facilitate 
the learning of cultural values as they transmit the 
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knowledge and skills students need for present and future 
functioning. To do this effectively, teachers must understand 
how students learn within their cultural context and what 
cognitive styles they employ in approaching learning. 
Core Cultural Factors 
Influencing Learning 
While each individual is different, individuals within a 
culture share what Worthley (1987) termed a cultural 
personality—a common pattern of perceiving meaning, values, 
events, behaviors, problems, and needs. This pattern evolves 
from core cultural factors influencing how those within the 
culture learn. In asking what it is that causes people from a 
culture to have similar learning styles, Worthley responded 
by stating that sociologists, educators, anthropologists, and 
psychologists have long identified the following as important 
cultural agents impacting learning: socialization, cultural 
tightness, ecological adaptation, linguistic patterns, and 
biological effects. Berry (1976) also cited acculturation as 
a related factor. 
As an important cultural agent or variable impacting 
learning, socialization refers to enduring behaviors 
developed in the early years of life, generally under the 
supervision of parents or family members, who teach family 
and cultural expectations. Socialization refers to the 
processes through which young people learn what they need to 
know to live within their group of origin: the child rearing 
practices, the everyday customs, behaviors, and expectations 
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employed and passed on to children by the family and group. 
Socialization practices which promote individual 
experimentation lead to a broader range in cognitive style. 
Those practices which promote strict adherence to tradition 
result in a narrower range (Jahoda, 1980). In other words, 
the stricter the child rearing, the less the 
differentiation; the more permissive, the greater the 
differentiation. As a society which focuses on the importance 
of the community rather than the individual and the primacy 
of tradition rather than innovation, Hmong culture supports a 
narrower range of differentiation, a characteristic of a high 
context culture and a field dependent cognitive style. 
Tightness of a culture refers to the degree of cohesion 
and the level of expectation a culture has regarding 
compliance of members to group expectations. Tightness 
refers to the demands a culture makes on its members—both 
implicitly and explicitly—regarding adherence to tradition, 
social structures, and roles of members. A tight society has 
a great degree of stratification in its organization and 
exerts pressure on members to conform. A loose society has a 
flatter social structure and sanctions greater individual 
freedom. Nedd and Gruenfield (1976) studied six cultural 
groups in Trinidad. They found that individuals in the 
tightest and most traditional cultures manifested an approach 
to learning which was situation specific and characteristic 
of a field dependent style and a high context culture. 
Valuing adherence to tradition, exerting pressure on its 
54 
members to conform, and stratified in organization, Hmong 
culture is cohesive or tight. 
Ecological adaptation refers to how an individual or 
group observes, senses, and acts in response to the 
environment. Cultures vary greatly in behaviors members 
develop in responding to ecological demands. For example, a 
hunting and gathering culture requires independence and 
highly honed hunting and tracking skills of its members, 
whereas an agricultural culture emphasizes planned, regular, 
seasonal, often communal activities. In a 1966 study of the 
Temne of Sierra Leone (food gatherers and farmers) and the 
Eskimo of Baffin Island (hunters and fishers). Berry found 
that ecological adaptation was related to the development of 
perceptual skills; that is, behavior was influenced by the 
relationship that a person had with the environment. He 
concluded that there was a relationship between the 
development of perceptual skills and both cultural practices 
and environmental imperatives. In other words, members of a 
hunting society tended to exhibit field independent 
characteristics, while those of an agricultural society 
tended to exhibit field dependent characteristics. 
Agricultural cultures emphasize tradition, conformity to 
established practices, and restriction to a defined 
geographical area. Hunting cultures, on the other hand, 
support risk taking, independence, and exploration. Berry 
found that the development of perceptual skills was related 
to environmental mandates and cultural practices. 
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Historically an agricultural people, the Hmong value the 
importance of tradition and conformity to established 
practices—characteristics of field dependency. 
Language is another variable which influences cognitive 
style. Encompassing both the oral and written forms of 
communication through which ideas, information, and emotions, 
in all of their permutations, are conveyed, language is a 
symbol system which both reflects and controls thought. In 
preliterate cultures, knowledge is passed from one generation 
to another through observation, demonstration, and 
experiential learning. In literate cultures, these modes are 
also used, but knowledge, in large part, is transmitted 
through the written word or symbol. In her work with Hmong 
refugees, Hvitveldt (1982, 1985, 1986) studied the effect of 
the absence of a written language on learning style, noting 
the reliance by the Hmong on demonstration and modeling in 
teaching and learning what the culture believes to be 
important. This reliance on demonstration is a characteristic 
of field dependency and a high context culture. 
Worthley (1987) noted biological effect as an additional 
cultural variable, citing the research of Dawson (1967) with 
the (agricultural) Temne and the (hunting) Mende of Sierra 
Leone. Dawson concluded that children lacking in protein in 
their diet (specifically the agricultural Temne) could be 
characterized as field dependent. Perhaps because of their 
roots as an agricultural people, the Hmong in America 
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continue to rely on a diet focusing on rice as the staple, 
accompanied by heavy consumption of vegetables. 
In addition to the variables cited above as cultural 
mediators of learning style. Berry (1976) noted that 
acculturation also has a pronounced effect. Acculturation 
refers to the modification of one culture through contact 
with another: the transformation of the values of a culture 
as the values of the surrounding culture are understood, 
accepted, and internalized. The effects of acculturation on 
cognitive style have been studied by a number of researchers. 
In a study of African students, Hudson (1960) found that 
Africans who had been formally educated and exposed to 
Western culture perceived visual representation three- 
dimensionally while their unschooled counterparts perceived 
the same visual fields two-dimensionally. In studying the 
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cognitive style of Mexican American children and their 
mothers in three Southern California communities which varied 
in their degrees of acculturation, Ramirez, Casteneda, and 
Herold (1974) found that children raised in the community 
which adhered most closely to Mexican/Mexican American values 
were more field dependent; those raised in the community most 
closely paralleling American values were more field 
independent. The effects of acculturation can also be 
assessed using the high and low context construct introduced 
by Hall. As a group, Hmong students exhibit characteristics 
which could be described as high context. 
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Effects of Acculturation 
on Hmong Students 
With acculturation comes a modification of values and a 
change in practices as one culture takes on characteristics 
of the other or as each culture absorbs influences of the 
other. As Hmong refugees and their children understand and 
internalize the values of American culture, their own culture 
is modified. Worthley (1987) believed, "Studies of the factor 
of acculturation may be most important since the Hmong, 
formerly a preliterate, traditionally agriculturist group, 
have currently been thrown into the throes of acculturation 
in an urban, literate society" (p.47). 
As Hmong Laotians become Hmong Americans in their 
identification, the way they have approached learning in the 
past may change as have the approaches to learning of other 
ethnic, racial and national groups surrounded on all sides by 
a dominant and very different culture. The field dependent 
cognitive style consistent with Hmong values, traditions, and 
practices may witness a shift to the more field independent 
cognitive style characteristic of North Americans. Likewise, 
the high context behaviors characteristic of the Hmong may be 
modified to the lower context behaviors of North Americans as 
acculturation proceeds. 
Rich (1988) conducted a study in the Boulder/Denver 
(Colorado) area involving 29 Hmong adult and young adult 
refugees from Laos using an oral interview or written 
questionnaire. She examined different conceptualizations of 
biculturation (socialization in two cultures) using the 
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variables of age, gender, level of education, length of 
residency in the United States, and age at emigration. Rich 
found that biculturation was not a significant predictor of 
satisfaction, alienation, or acculturative stress. She also 
found that monoculturation to mainstream American values and 
practices was sometimes associated with nonadaptive 
behaviors. Subjects with more years of education experienced 
a decrease in self-satisfaction as they moved toward 
monoculturation, perhaps caused by the sense of loss of their 
own traditional culture and close relationships. Younger 
refugees experienced less acculturative stress than their 
elders, perhaps because they adapted more quickly to American 
ways. At higher levels of a monocultural (American) life 
orientation, younger Hmong reported a higher level of self- 
satisfaction, perhaps because, as they interacted with many 
people in schools, they developed both relationships and 
skills which allowed them to function in American culture. 
In his work with Hmong Boy Scouts, Moore (1990) studied 
the struggle felt by Hmong teenagers as they tried to 
negotiate two very different cultures. He noted the Hmong 
focus on the family, the responsibility of teenagers to care 
for their elders and siblings, the expectations to marry 
early and have many children, the respect for education, the 
challenges posed by not having English as the primary 
language, the pressure experienced by teenagers who found 
themselves role models for younger siblings, and the pressure 
to choose a career field which was both prestigious and 
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lucrative. He categorized Hmong young people into three 
types: American-Hmong, Hmong-Americans, and the Rebels. 
According to Moore's classifications, American-Hmong have 
pursued American success through education and a career while 
still supporting and focusing on their families. Hmong- 
Americans have followed the traditional Hmong way of life, 
ranking their own educational aspirations second to 
supporting the family, marrying early, and participating in 
Hmong customs and practices. The Rebels have lost faith that 
they have a chance of achieving the American dream. Cutting 
themselves off from family and clan, they have given up on 
their own culture and adopted instead the flashy trappings of 
popular culture. Moore stated that American-Hmong have 
experienced the most pressure. Viewed as intermediaries 
between the family and American culture, they have been 
expected at times to be respectful, compliant, and 
traditional Hmong sons and daughters and at other times to be 
assertive, independent, and resourceful Americans. 
The Role of the Teacher 
While all Hmong Americans have been influenced somewhat 
by the larger culture, young Hmong Americans have been 
influenced profoundly. Unlike some of their parents who spend 
most of their waking hours functioning within a Hmong 
subculture, Hmong young people spend most of their daylight 
hours in American schools. These schools are located 
primarily in the small and large cities of Wisconsin, 
Minnesota, and California: Eau Claire, Oshkosh, Madison, 
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Minneapolis/St. Paul, Yuba City, Merced, Sacramento, and 
Fresno, to name a few. It is in these urban schools that 
Hmong young people learn the concepts, values, and skills 
needed to function as productive adults within a 
multicultural nation. It is in schools where they also gain 
the knowledge and skills needed to assist the adults in their 
families in negotiating American culture. 
Most refugee groups dream of becoming an integral part 
of America. Schools are crucial in the smooth transition of 
recent arrivals into the American mainstream. In assisting 
students in acquiring the linguistic abilities, the cognitive 
knowledge and skills, and the cultural understanding needed 
to function in their daily lives and in the future, schools 
are the single most important acculturating force. Trueba, 
Jacobs, and Kirton (1990) proposed that the teacher becomes 
the facilitator of values which provide the motivation for 
students to learn: 
Under the guidance of the teacher as representative of 
American social institutions, students are guided toward 
an understanding, acceptance and internalization of 
specific cultural values which constitute the very 
foundations for academic learning. These values, for 
example, affect the pre-literacy and literacy stages of 
academic achievement at the collective and individual 
levels. These values foster commitment to the use of 
text, the organization of information through text, the 
virtues of national heroes depicted in textbooks, the 
advocacy for values exemplified by the lives of 
historical figures, and the motivation to record through 
text, historical events which build national pride and 
political unity. These values are transmitted in school 
through multiple channels during the instructional 
process and the many extracurricular activities. Schools 
capture the quintessence of American culture and 
transfer it to students, (p. 16) 
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The role of the teacher is especially critical with refugee 
and immigrant children. Before they convey content, educators 
must understand cultural context; before they transmit 
concepts, they must first bridge the cultural gap between 
themselves and the children they serve. Only in developing 
and implementing strategies consistent with students' 
cultural and cognitive approaches will educators be truly 
effective in helping young people learn what they need to 
know to flourish in a pluralistic world. 
Research on Hmong 
High School Students 
There is a growing body of research which serves as a 
guide to practice in the education of Hmong students. 
Sonsalla (1984) conducted a comparative case study of 
secondary school programs in Minneapolis and St. Paul 
(Minnesota), which involved Hmong students, parents, and 
building staff from eight high schools. He found that Hmong 
secondary students exhibited characteristics that both 
hindered and enhanced their educational achievement in an 
American high school setting. Hmong high school students were 
shy in their approach, reticent in expressing disapproval or 
disagreement, reluctant to be aggressive, eager to succeed, 
very adaptable to change, and respectful of authority. 
Sonsalla found the Minneapolis and St. Paul public schools to 
be supportive and effective in educating Hmong students. He 
also reported, however, that while each system had developed 
goals relating to the education of Hmong students, neither 
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had implemented cultural enhancement activities within the 
curriculum. The acquisition of English literacy skills was 
identified as the primary educational need by the study's 
respondents, with participation in extracurricular activities 
identified as a second compelling need. 
American educators placed great importance on the 
assimilation of this new refugee group into the mainstream 
while Hmong parents in particular identified the preservation 
of their culture as critical. Sonsalla noted there was a 
growing gap between Hmong students and their parents on this 
issue. Hmong respondents found the teaching of Hmong literacy 
to be of great importance, though neither district had 
explored its relationship to student progress. Sonsalla also 
found the following: the mobility of Hmong families (with 
secondary and tertiary migration) was a negative factor in 
the education of Hmong students; employment skills and career 
counseling were identified as unmet needs of Hmong youth; 
peer tutoring was found to be helpful in the acquisition of 
knowledge and literacy skills; and staff indicated a need for 
cultural and ESL/LEP training. 
Focusing on the effect of education on Hmong secondary 
students, Goldstein (1985) examined the dynamics of ethnicity 
in schooling. Conducting an ethnographic case study from 
1982-84 involving Hmong students, their families, and two 
high schools located in Lacrosse (Wisconsin), Goldstein 
studied refugee students' perceptions about themselves and 
how they arrived at these perceptions. She found that Hmong 
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students cooperated with mainstream schooling practices only 
when these did not conflict with Hmong practices necessary 
for acceptance within their own ethnic group. Goldstein also 
reported, "Concern for institutional reputations, efficiency 
and order mitigated against integration of the Hmong students 
and taught them about their marginal, lower place in the 
dominant-culture society" (p. v). School staff and American 
students viewed ethnicity as a problem when Hmong students 
spoke in Hmong and approached learning differently. Goldstein 
cited the following as characteristics of Hmong high school 
students: the individual deferred to the group; individual 
identity was derived from membership in specific families and 
extended groups; and students were serious about learning, 
quiet in class, and respectful of teachers and the authority 
they represented. 
Using the GEFT and individual post-test interviews to 
determine learning style and problem-solving strategies, 
Worthley (1987) studied 42 Hmong male students ranging in age 
from 17 to 36 years attending or planning to attend a 
postsecondary educational institution. She found that these 
students tended toward field dependency in their approach to 
learning and employed a global rather than an analytical 
approach to problem solving. Worthley also found that the 
learning styles and problem-solving strategies of these 
students were positively related. Through her work as a 
reading/writing specialist at the postsecondary level. 
64 
Worthley characterized her Hmong students as hardworking, 
motivated, and stressed by language demands. 
Trueba, Jacobs, and Kirton (1990) conducted an 
ethnographic field study at La Playa Elementary, a school of 
591 students with 77 Hmong students, located in a university 
community in Southern California. They observed that children 
felt stress in being caught between two languages and 
cultures. The range in levels of stress children experienced 
was great, due, in part, to families' varying abilities to 
cope with the change inherent in adopting a new cultural 
perspective. Children became aware of cultural values and 
differences through the eyes of peers and teachers. Trueba, 
Jacobs and Kirton found that the educators observed were 
ethnocentric in orientation and that teachers "although well 
meaning, remained securely attached to their own training and 
cultural values and demanded compliance with American 
cultural norms of performance, which they communicated to the 
children in the English language" (p. 75). The conflict which 
resulted prevented personal bonds from developing. They also 
found some Hmong children were likely misdiagnosed as 
learning disabled due to their lack of fluency in English. 
The cognitive skills of some children deteriorated as they 
internalized this diagnosis. 
Timm (1994) studied Hmong cultural and educational 
values using a field-based triangulation method. Constructing 
a 65-item instrument which served as the framework for 
interviews, she included questions on the following: 
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schooling and educational values, family/school 
communication, after-school activities, childrearing 
practices, marriage traditions, gender roles, language 
concerns, family/clan relationships, and acculturation 
effects. The interviews included the following: 23 Hmong 
males and females from 15 to over 60 years of age living in 
Wisconsin and Minnesota, David Moore (the Caucasian leader of 
the first Hmong Boy Scout troop), and a Thai expert on 
Southeast Asian culture. Additional discussions took place 
with over 100 classroom teachers, ESL teachers, Hmong aides, 
and administrators. 
Timm found that the Hmong focus on the family versus the 
American focus on the individual constituted the chief 
ideological difference between the two cultures. Respondents' 
perceptions of Hmong and American values varied greatly based 
on age: those over 35 favored keeping traditional Hmong 
values and traditions; those 20 to 35 hoped to retain 
important Hmong traditions yet remain open to new 
experiences; and those under 20 looked to the future while 
simultaneously articulating feeling divided between two 
worlds with regard to language, values, and expectations. 
Parents held education and teachers in high regard and 
supported school efforts. 
The Hmong had clearly defined roles for males and 
females but opportunities for continuing education for girls 
were expanding. Teenage girls, contrary to tradition, 
indicated strong preferences in choosing their own husbands 
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and setting up households separate from in-laws. Children 
were expected to do well in school and return home directly 
after school to assist with siblings. Teenagers perceived 
their parents often did not understand the importance of 
extracurricular activities or socializing with friends. 
Timm and Chiang (1996) conducted a study with 90 Hmong 
students aged 10 through 17 in grades five through nine; all 
were enrolled in ESL classes in two Wisconsin communities. 
Using the GEFT, Timm and Chiang investigated the learning 
style of these students and cultural factors they believed 
were important in Hmong students' approach to problem solving 
and learning. In their data analysis, they studied age, 
grade, school level, gender, length of residency in the 
United States, and exceptional educational need (EEN) status. 
They found that 83 of the 90 students were highly field 
dependent. Although they had expected that the older students 
would become more field independent with age, grade, years of 
American education, and school level, this was not the case. 
All seven of the students who indicated a field independent 
learning style were boys. 
In a field study of Hmong adults ranging in age from 20 
to 65 years enrolled in a literacy class, Hvitfeldt (1982) 
observed behaviors consistent with a field dependent style. 
These included reliance on context for meaning, a preference 
for working as part of a group rather than working alone, and 
a desire for an individual connection with the teacher. 
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Hvitfeldt (1986) also reported that Hmong low-literate 
and non-literate adult ESL students supported and cooperated 
with each other, with stronger students looking out for the 
welfare of weaker students. Focusing on the success of the 
group, they shunned individual recognition. They learned best 
when they could address problems cooperatively and share 
answers. Students also relied heavily on context for meaning. 
In her research involving two school districts in 
California and New England with an influx of large numbers of 
Hmong students and through observations of Hmong students, 
Walker-Moffat (1995) cited the importance of teachers in 
recognizing the influences of poverty, war, gender roles, and 
language in the lives of Hmong students and in working with 
Hmong students to "help them integrate their old cultural 
scripts and norms of behavior with their new ones" (p. 122). 
She noted the need for caring individuals to serve as 
advocates for Hmong students; for two-way communication 
between schools and refugee communities; for a cultural 
broker to serve as a resource for teachers, students, and 
parents; for increased federal funding of refugee education; 
for teacher programs which equipped educators with the 
understanding and skills needed to deal with linguistic, 
cultural, and cognitive challenges present when classrooms 
mirror a changing pluralistic society; for bicultural 
counselors or paraprofessionals to help students and parents 
negotiate the cultural expectations of two worlds; and for 
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teachers to take the lead in integrating the Hmong community 
into the educational community. 
Cultural Context, Cognitive Style, 
and Instruction 
The Hmong have for centuries relied on tradition, 
clearly defined roles within the family and clan, and the use 
of demonstration in passing on knowledge. In Laos, few were 
formally schooled; most received the practical knowledge 
needed within the context of the situation as they learned by 
doing. Coming from an oral tradition, they relied on the 
spoken rather than the written word. 
The practices passed down for centuries in China and 
later Laos were not abandoned with emigration to the United 
States. Characteristics of the culture were transported with 
clans as they moved to a new land: strict child rearing 
practices, belief in the primacy of tradition, adherence to 
cultural tightness, the planned and communal activities of an 
historically agricultural people, and the reliance on 
modeling in teaching and learning. 
As members of a highly contextual culture, the Hmong 
focus on group rather than individual needs, rely on context 
for meaning, learn through observation and demonstration, 
personalize disagreement, have a hierarchical social 
structure, are situation-specific in their thinking, 
comfortable in sharing physical space, global in their 
approach to learning, and more concerned with accuracy than 
efficiency. 
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Field research with Hmong students has yielded the 
following: Hmong students display a reluctance to express 
disagreement, an ability to adapt to change, and a respect 
for authority (Sonsalla, 1984); derive their identity from 
the group, have a group orientation, and are respectful of 
authority (Goldstein, 1985); focus on the needs of the 
family, have respect for education, feel pressure in being 
part of two very different cultures, and are respectful of 
tradition (Moore, 1990); focus on the clan or family rather 
than the individual, and experience conflict in being divided 
between two worlds regarding language, values, and 
expectations (Timm, 1995). 
The Hmong as a group display field dependent and high 
context characteristics. Hmong young people, however, have 
been thrust into American classrooms where the mode of 
instruction supports a field independent and low context 
approach. Hmong young people are experiencing the effects of 
acculturation. The more time spent in the United States and 
particularly in American classrooms, the more pronounced the 
acculturation. In other words, Hmong children and teenagers 
appear to be moving from a field dependent to a more field 
independent style and from a high context to a lower context 
cultural approach. Movement in cultural and cognitive 
approaches to learning bring both challenges and stress. 
This research proposes that, as they work with Hmong 
high school students, educators will be more effective if 
they respond positively to a number of issues. First, Hmong 
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young people practice a demanding and draining balancing act 
daily as they position themselves with one foot in American 
culture and one foot in Hmong culture; the tension which 
often results from this is carried into the classroom. 
Second, Hmong high school students are experiencing a shift 
in both their cognitive style and cultural context; if 
instruction is to be effective, instructional methodologies 
should accommodate this shift, recognizing that individual 
students change at their own pace. Third, though there is 
movement from field dependence to independence and high to 
low context, the response of Hmong students will be dependent 
on the specific situation and/or the problem being tackled. 
Fourth, though characteristics may be ascribed to Hmong 
culture and consistencies noted in the group's approach to 
learning, a given individual may not display the behaviors 
consistent with group activity. Each student should be viewed 
as an individual with unique learning needs. What remains 
consistent and constant is the fact that students learn most 
effectively when educational practices accommodate their 
cultural and cognitive approaches to learning. Fifth, Hmong 
culture has many positive attributes. In their zeal to assist 
young people in becoming an integral part of their school 
communities, educators should recognize the strengths of 
Hmong culture and draw on these strengths as they design 
curricula and shape instruction. The Americanization of Hmong 
culture is not the goal; more effective student learning is. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
This chapter discusses the research design and 
procedures that were employed to accomplish the objectives of 
the study. There are five sections in this chapter: the first 
outlines the research design; the second describes the 
population sample; the third lists data collection 
instruments, the fourth describes procedures used in meeting 
each of the study's three objectives, and the fifth 
summarizes the major points of discussion. 
Research Design 
This study describes and examines the cultural context 
and cognitive style of Hmong high school students in two 
comprehensive high schools through three processes: first, 
through data secured from the Cultural-Context Inventory 
(CCI); second through data secured from the Group Embedded 
Figures Test (GEFT) and a questionnaire; and third, through 
data gathered from surveys and educator/student focus groups. 
As the researcher, I set out to design a study yielding 
information which would be germane and helpful to educators 
in understanding the influences of culture—specifically 
Hmong culture—in school settings and the cognitive style of 
Hmong secondary students. It was important that this study 
produce "valid, reliable, and believable" results (Patton, 
1980, p. 18) and present data which would add to 
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practitioners' understanding. It was also important that the 
methods of data collection accommodate the challenge inherent 
in a study involving subjects whose first language was Hmong. 
Limited quantitative research was found in the 
literature on the cognitive style of Hmong students. Two 
studies had been conducted examining the learning styles of 
Hmong students using the GEFT, one by Worthley (1987) with 
postsecondary students and one by Timm and Chiang (1996) with 
middle school students. Using the GEFT provided a means of 
contributing to the evolving literature on Hmong students 
with an age group not yet studied using this quantitative 
instrument. 
The GEFT also emerged as a desirable instrument due to 
its reliance on geometric figures rather than words, a 
characteristic particularly appropriate for use with a 
student population whose first language was Hmong. Comprised 
of simple forms embedded within more complex forms, the GEFT 
assessed competence in perceptual disembedding—a competence 
strongly associated with disembedding in non-perceptual 
problem-solving tasks. 
Numerous theoretical reasons have been advanced (Timm, 
1996b? Timm & Chiang, 1996? Shade, 1997) suggesting a 
relationship between culture and cognitive style, but a 
search of the literature failed to bring to light empirical 
data on cultural context. The CCI provided an opportunity to 
measure quantitatively the influence of culture in a school 
setting. 
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Both the CCI and the GEFT had limitations as 
quantitative instruments. The GEFT lacked direct and 
construct validation from a broad range of groups. Since the 
GEFT was normed on a liberal arts college student sample, 
caution had to be exerted in using it with a specific ethnic 
group different in significant ways from the original sample. 
The CCI lacked validity and reliability data. In addition, 
the CCI's high and low context scores represented a subject's 
perceptions of her/his tendencies and preferences. As such, 
the scores were a function of a subject's self-knowledge. 
As a public school educator who had worked for years 
with students representing diverse ethnic groups, 
specifically with Latino and Korean high school students in 
California and with Hmong high school students in Wisconsin, 
I was acutely aware that quantitative instruments often did 
not meaningfully and comprehensively gauge or record these 
students' abilities or knowledge. While quantitative 
instruments yielded the what—the clean response of hard 
data—they did not necessarily shed light on the why—the 
reasoning behind the response, reasoning which sometimes told 
more than the answer itself. Timm and Chiang (1996) recorded 
such an example. In a sorting test, a Wisconsin elementary 
school teacher asked students to follow directions and "Draw 
a circle around the object that does not belong" (p.12). 
Pictured in one item were a hammer, a hatchet, a saw, and a 
fire. Though the correct answer was fire since it was not a 
tool, Hmong students chose the hammer. When the teacher 
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pursued the why of the response, Hmong children told her they 
chose the hammer because the hatchet and saw were used to cut 
wood for a fire, but that the hammer was not. Of real 
interest here is not the fact that Hmong students arrived at 
an answer judged to be incorrect, but rather how they arrived 
at the answer they chose and the significance of the thought 
process behind the response. As Timm and Chiang (1996) noted, 
"This answer clearly reflects a contextually based and 
procedural approach to learning rather than a categorical 
one" (p. 12). The quantitative data here yielded information 
which did not tell the whole story—and which was less 
helpful in giving an insight into how students approached the 
problem than the qualitative approach used by the teacher in 
investigating the student response. 
With these factors in mind, I believed it important to 
employ both qualitative and quantitative measures in this 
research study. The use of student and educator focus groups 
and an educator survey provided different research strategies 
to check findings of the GEFT and CCI and offer the potential 
for sketching a more comprehensive picture of Hmong students. 
Discussions with students and teachers in the high school 
setting provided an ethnographic dimension to the research, 
allowing the study of Hmong students within the high school 
context. Qualitative methods encouraged interaction among 
subjects and between the subjects and the researcher and 
provided ongoing opportunities to clarify questions, 
relationships, and values and to examine events and actions. 
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Sample 
Sampling procedures are discussed in two parts. First, 
characteristics of the two schools are noted; second, the 
sample of students and teachers is described. 
The study was conducted in two urban high schools in the 
Eau Claire Area School District. The district of 11,702 
students is located in a west central Wisconsin urban area, 
with a core city population at the time of the study of 
approximately 58,000. The district serves children from 
rural, urban, and suburban neighborhoods. The larger 
metropolitan area numbers approximately 144,000. The Hmong 
represent the largest minority group within the city, 
composing about 8% of the core city population. Both schools 
are comprehensive, large high schools serving students in 
grades 9-12. Located within the city limits of Eau Claire, 
the schools are five miles from each other. 
The superintendent granted permission for the study at 
the two schools: Memorial High School and North High School. 
As principal of Memorial High School, I sanctioned the 
collection of data at Memorial. The principal of North High 
School approved the collection of data at North. I discussed 
the focus of the study with Hmong students, members of the 
Hmong community, the school district's Director of Pupil 
Services and the Director of Auxiliary Programs, ESL 
teachers/tutors, and classroom teachers of Hmong students. 
Memorial High School is situated on the south side of 
the city, close to a state technical college, a state 
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university, the city's major retail area, and a number of 
medical facilities. With a student population of 1,841 at the 
time of the study, it supported a total of 119.6 
faculty/professional staff positions. There were 50 Hmong 
students in the student body, comprising 2.7% of the total 
student population. Academic requirements for students from 
Memorial High School included a minimum of 22 credits over 
the course of four years (with a year-long course equaling 
one credit and a semester course .5 credit) to earn a 
diploma. Most students carried six or more credits over the 
course of a year. Students were able to choose classes from 
the following curricular areas: agriculture, art, business, 
family and consumer education, foreign language (French, 
German, Japanese, Spanish), language arts (English, theater 
arts), marketing, mathematics, science, social studies, and 
technology education (automotive mechanics, computer-assisted 
design, electronics, graphic arts, photography, welding, and 
woodworking). The school graduation rate the year of the 
study was 93.62%; the drop-out rate was 1.14%. 
North High School is located on the north side of the 
city, close to a regional industrial park, numerous 
manufacturing concerns, and the city airport. With a student 
population of 1,644 at the time of the study, the school 
supported 104.4 teacher/professional staff positions. There 
were 115 Hmong students in the student body, comprising 7% of 
the total student population. As was consistent with district 
policy, academic requirements for North High School students 
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included a minimum of 22 credits by graduation; most students 
carried six credits per term. The curricular offerings of 
North High School were the same as for Memorial, with the 
addition of ESL courses in the language arts instructional 
area. The school graduation rate was 98.04%; the drop-out 
rate was .67%. 
Sixty Hmong high school students from a total of 165 
Hmong students enrolled in the district's two high schools 
participated in the study. I met with groups of Hmong 
students in each of the two high schools to accomplish the 
following: inform them of the study; describe the purpose, 
content, and procedures of the study; detail the methods of 
collecting data; and explain the voluntary nature of the 
study and the rights of participants to confidentiality and 
findings. Each student who indicated a willingness to 
participate was asked to sign and return a Participant 
Consent Form; those not yet 18 were, in addition, given a 
Parental Consent Form with a stamped, addressed envelope for 
return mail. All students indicated that they were more 
proficient in written English than in written Hmong. They 
also indicated that, though their parents spoke Hmong at 
home, they either were not literate in Hmong or were more 
likely to read in English than in Hmong. As a consequence, 
both consent forms were drafted in English. A copy of the 
Participant Consent Form is included in Appendix A; a copy of 
the Parental Consent Form is included in Appendix B. 
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The student sample was selected from the list of Hmong 
students who volunteered for the study, were enrolled in 
mainstream classes, and returned the student and/or parental 
consent form(s). 
Of the 60 student subjects, 22 were from Memorial High 
School and 38 from North High School. The interviewer had 
projected that between 15 and 20 students from Memorial High 
School and between 40 and 45 students from North High School 
would participate in the study. When fewer students than 
anticipated from North returned the parental permission 
forms, however, fewer were available to participate in the 
study; hence, the increase from the projected number at 
Memorial and the decrease from the projected number at North. 
Male student participants numbered 34; female, 26. 
Though the interviewer had projected that the students in the 
study would range in age from 14 though 19, three 
participants were over the age of 19. Though most students 
over 19 who were still enrolled in the school district 
attended alternative programs, Hmong students proved to be an 
exception to this practice. Hmong students over the age of 19 
who had made satisfactory progress toward graduation and who 
had indicated an interest in graduating from the high school 
in the (student's) attendance area were given permission by 
the district to continue their studies in the traditional 
high school setting. 
Students in the study ranged in age from 14 through 21, 
with the following breakdown: age 14 (6); age 15 (14); age 16 
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(11); age 17 (18); age 18 (5); age 19 (3); age 20 (2); and 
age 21 (1). Students were enrolled in grades 9 through 12 
with the following distribution: grade 9, 18 students; grade 
10, 17 students; grade 11, 13 students; and grade 12, 12 
students. The number of years of residency in the United 
States ranged from a low of 3 years to a high of 17 years. 
Although the subjects exhibited diverse levels of 
English language competency and fluency, all participating 
students were assessed by school personnel as proficient 
enough in English to understand the directions on the 
instruments used and questions posed by the interviewer. 
Since participants had to be proficient enough in English to 
comprehend the directions given for both instruments, 
understand the questions listed on the CCI and the 
questionnaire, and respond to questions posed by the 
interviewer, students enrolled in the ESL program were not 
included as part of the sample. Since language proficiency 
was a necessary component in a student's ability to 
comprehend directions and function autonomously in a group 
setting, also not included in the sample were five 
cognitively disabled students from Memorial High School. (It 
should be reiterated here that the school district's ESL 
program existed only at North High School. The district's 
exceptional educational needs (EEN) program focusing on 
severely cognitively disabled (CDS) high school students 
existed only at Memorial. Hence, the existence of ESL 
students at one school and CDS students at the other.) The 
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student sample provided data relating to cultural context and 
cognitive style. 
Counselors, ESL teachers, administrators and supervisors 
from the two high schools, and the district's ESL coordinator 
were asked to identify a pool of educators who had 
demonstrated effectiveness in working with Hmong students. 
They responded with names of ten educators, most of whom had 
been named as effective in their work with Hmong high school 
students by more than one. All ten were contacted. Eight 
chose to participate in the surveys and focus group; two 
declined due to a scheduling conflict. The eight educators 
included the following: five teachers, one teacher/tutor, one 
counselor, and one administrator. They represented the 
following content areas: language arts/reading, English as a 
Second Language, science, social studies, deaf/hard of 
hearing services, counseling/student services, and 
administration. The eight-member group provided data focusing 
on cultural context, cognitive style, and successful 
practices. 
instruments 
Three instruments were used to collect quantitative 
data. The Cultural-Context Inventory provided data on the 
effects of cultural conditions on students' school 
performance. The Group Embedded Figures Test provided data on 
the cognitive style of Hmong students. The Student 
Questionnaire furnished demographic information. Three 
additional research tools were used to collect qualitative 
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data: the Student Focus Group, Student Survey, and Educator 
Survey. 
Cultural Context Inventory 
The Cultural-Context Inventory (CCI), designed by Claire 
Halverson, is a twenty-item inventory. Based on the framework 
of high and low context formulated by Edward Hall (1959, 
1969, 1976), it was developed as a tool for increasing 
understanding of the broad dimensions of cultural differences 
and assisting respondents in understanding how work-style 
preferences relate to individual cultural identities. 
Permission to use the instrument and include a copy of it in 
the appendix was granted by Halverson. See Appendix C for a 
copy of the CCI, Appendix D for a copy of the Cultural- 
Context Inventory Scoring Sheet, and Appendix E for a copy of 
the Cultural-Context Inventory Characteristic Sheet, all of 
which were published in the 1993 Annual: Developing Human 
Resources (Pfeiffer). 
Halverson developed the instrument as a means of 
understanding the cultural base in the behaviors of others 
and self, particularly in a work setting. She was interested 
in assessing the interrelated social and cultural conditions 
that surround students and the effects of these conditions on 
behavior and work. In the Cultural-Context Inventory 
Characteristics Sheet, Halverson identified five of Hall's 
ten Primary Message System dimensions as critical in 
understanding cultural differences in organizations 
(association, interaction, territoriality, temporality, and 
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learning) and listed characteristics of each in high context 
and low context settings. For example, with the learning 
dimension, Halverson (1993a) lists the following as 
characteristics of high context learning: 
1. Knowledge is embedded in the situation; things are 
connected, synthesized, and global. Multiple sources of 
information are used. Thinking is deductive, proceeding from 
the general to the specific. 
2. Learning occurs by first observing others, as they 
model or demonstrate, and then by practicing. 
3. Groups are preferred for learning and problem 
solving. 
4. Accuracy is valued. How well something is learned is 
important. 
Halverson (1993a) lists the following as characteristics 
of low context learning: 
1. Reality is fragmented and compartmentalized. One 
source of information is used to develop knowledge. Thinking 
is inductive, proceeding from the specific to the general. 
Focus is on detail. 
2. Learning occurs by following the explicit directions 
and explanations of others. 
3. An individual orientation is preferred for learning 
and problem solving. 
4. Speed is valued. How efficiently something is learned 
is important. 
83 
Halverson (1993a) was careful to note that these 
patterns "reflect cultural tendencies rather than 
stereotypes" (p. 132). She proposed Hall's framework as a 
model for understanding cultural differences at the informal 
(automatic and unconscious) level—the level most call human 
nature. In using Hall's dimensions to identify human 
activity, Halverson approached culture as a form of 
communication. 
Halverson (1993a) cited the following as objectives in 
using the CCI: 
1. To increase respondents' awareness of the cultural 
dimensions that affect interpersonal interactions and 
organiz ational behavior; 
2. To enhance respondents' understanding of their own 
work-style preference and how these preferences relate to 
their individual cultural identities; 
3. To assist respondents in comparing their own work 
styles with those of others; 
4. To point out the need to develop effective ways of 
managing differences in work style; and 
5. To encourage respondents to use a synergistic 
approach to managing differences in work style, (p. 136) 
All subjects taking the inventory were asked to respond 
to a given statement, indicating tendencies and preferences 
in a work situation to each of the 20 items on a scale of 1 
to 5, with (1) constituting Hardly Ever, (3) Sometimes, and 
(5) Almost Always. The following are sample items: "I tend to 
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have a small, close circle of friends rather than a large, 
but less close, circle of friends" (Item 5); "I would rather 
work in a group than by myself" (Item 7); and "I prefer 
sharing space with others to having my own private space" 
(Item 10). All statements are written in the first person 
singular. The inventory took students approximately 15 
minutes to complete. 
The Cultural-Context Inventory Scoring Sheet, which 
accompanies the inventory, contains two columns. The first, 
labeled High Context (HC), is composed of the following ten 
numbers which correspond to the items on the inventory: 1, 2, 
4, 5, 7, 10, 11, 16, 17, and 19. The second, labeled Low 
Context (LC), is composed of the following ten numbers, also 
corresponding to the items on the inventory: 3, 6, 8, 9, 12, 
13, 14, 15, 18, and 20. Scores for each of the 20 items are 
entered next to the corresponding number in one of the two 
columns and a total for each recorded, yielding both a high 
context and a low context score. The smaller score is then 
subtracted from the larger, yielding the difference. The 
greater the difference between the two scores, the more 
pronounced the high or low context of the respondent. 
Halverson noted that a person with a spread of 11 or more 
between high context and low context scores might find it 
difficult to relate with a person with a similar spread in 
the opposite direction. 
In her notes regarding cultural context and 
interpretation of the inventory, Halverson cited that the 
85 
terms high and low context are value-free and refer only to 
the degree an individual includes or filters out contextual 
elements and that both high and low approaches are needed in 
the running of a successful organization. Halverson also 
acknowledged that, though there are patterns of behavior for 
cultural groups, an individual's cultural identity is also 
influenced by membership in micro-cultural groups, by 
individual forces, and through experiences. Halverson (1993a) 
cited the following as examples of contributing factors: 
"...amount of time spent living with different cultural 
groups, geographic proximity to different cultures, language, 
birth order in the family, education, professional status, 
and visible identity" (p. 133). She stated that identifying 
items indicating strong preferences is more important than 
the numerical score. 
No validity or reliability data were available on the 
CCI• Halverson stated that the inventory does have face 
validity. The absence of validity and reliability data for 
the CCI is problematic. However, the CCI is the only 
instrument of which I am aware which both measures cultural 
context and was assessed to be appropriate with the student 
population studied. A second inventory. The Intercultural 
Values Inventory (Kohls, Carter, & Helms, 1984), which 
assesses cultural values from a theoretical perspective and 
assists in making cross-cultural quantitative comparisons, 
was investigated for use in the study. It focuses on the 
value—orientation model of Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck. However, 
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it is long (150 items), complex, and contains a number of 
colloquial sayings and aphorisms which a non-native English 
speaker might not comprehend. Hence, it was judged to be 
inappropriate for Hmong high school students. By contrast the 
CCI is a simple inventory in terms of its length (20 items) 
and verbal straightforwardness; in this regard, it seemed 
appropriate for a student population with a range in English 
language abilities. 
Much has been written about the theoretical constructs 
of cultural context and cognitive style. A number of 
theoretical reasons have been advanced suggesting a 
relationship between the two. The cultural factor has been 
assessed with numerous qualitative studies. However, research 
employing quantitative measures assessing both cultural 
context and cognitive style was not found in a search of the 
literature. In light of this and believing a study yielding 
both quantitative and qualitative data would be rich in its 
findings, I chose to incorporate the CCI into the research 
design in spite of its lack of validity and reliability data. 
Group Embedded Figures Test 
The Group Embedded Figures Test, also known as the GEFT, 
was developed by Philip Oltman, Evelyn Raskin, and Herman 
Witkin. It was designed to provide an adaptation of the 
Embedded Figures Test (EFT), an individually administered 
instrument. Since the GEFT is under copyright laws, it may 
not be reproduced here for this study. Permission to use the 
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GEFT was granted by Consulting Psychologists Press, 
publishers of the inventory. 
The development of the GEFT made group testing possible 
for the field dependent dimension. Of the test's 18 figures 
in sections two and three, 17 have been taken directly from 
the EFT. Like the EFT, the GEFT assesses a subject's ability 
to identify simple geometric shapes embedded within complex 
configurations. Identifying characteristics of field 
independent and field dependent cognitive styles, the GEFT is 
used in this study to assess the extent to which the problem¬ 
solving strategies of Hmong students are global or 
analytical. 
The GEFT, like the EFT, is a non-verbal test. The non¬ 
verbal nature of the test makes it useful in working with 
groups in which the first language may not be English and in 
groups in which there is a range of language fluency. 
The GEFT is a three-part test: Section 1 is composed of 
seven simple figures and meant for practice; Section 2 and 
Section 3, each composed of nine more difficult figures, 
represent the scored components of the inventory. Each of the 
figures contains one of eight simple forms labeled A through 
H and shown on the back page of the test booklet; each figure 
in the three sections contains one of the eight simple forms 
embedded within a more complex structure. The subject is 
asked to find the simple form within the complex figure and 
trace it in pencil directly over the lines of the complex 
figure in the same size, the same proportions, and facing in 
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the same direction as the specified form shown on the back 
page of the test booklet. Since the simple forms appear on 
the back page and the complex figures appear on the inside 
pages of the test booklet, the subject is not able to view 
both the simple form and the complex figure simultaneously. 
S/he may, though, refer to the simple form as often as 
desired. The subject is given two minutes to complete the 
seven-problem Section 1 meant for practice, five minutes to 
complete the nine-problem Section 2, and five minutes to 
complete the nine-problem Section 3. 
A scoring key outlines the simple forms correctly traced 
in the second and third sections. Omitted items are scored as 
incorrect. In order to receive credit for an item, the 
subject must trace all lines of the simple form and not add 
extra lines. In the test manual, scorers are directed to scan 
Section 1 as a means of ensuring that the subject has 
comprehended the directions. Section 1 is not averaged into 
the total. The score is the total number of correctly traced 
items in Section 2 and Section 3 combined. 
Subjects are judged to be field dependent if they score 
in quartiles 1 or 2. A score of 0-9 for a man and 0-8 for a 
woman is the range for quartile 1. A score of 10-12 for a man 
and 9-11 for a woman is the range for quartile 2. Subjects 
are judged to be field independent if they score in quartiles 
3 or 4. A score of 13-15 for a man and 12-14 for a woman is 
the range for quartile 3. A score of 16-18 for a man and 15- 
18 for a woman is the range for quartile 4. 
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Preliminary norms are based on male and female students 
from a liberal arts college. The norms are directly 
applicable only to groups similar to populations of the 
normed group. For Hmong high school students, these norms 
serve only as a guide. The norms were based on the 
standardized testing times of five minutes each for the 
second and third sections. Since the GEFT is a timed test, 
one method of estimating reliability is the correlation 
between parallel forms with the same time limits. As Witkin, 
Oltman, Raskin, and Karp (1971) noted in the test manual. 
Correlations between the 9-item First Section scores and 
the 9-item Second Section scores were computed and 
corrected by the Spearman-Brown prophecy formula, 
producing a reliability estimate of .82 for both males 
(N=80) and females (N=97). These reliability estimates 
compare favorably with those of the EFT. (p. 28) 
The most direct criterion measure has been with the EFT, 
since the EFT is the parent form of the test. A second 
measure has been with the rod-and-frame test (RFT), also a 
measure of field dependence/independence, administered with 
the portable apparatus (PRFT). A third measure is its 
relationship to another measure of psychological 
differentiation, the degree of articulation of the body 
concept. 
The GEFT manual reports that correlations between the 
GEFT and the EFT, especially for males, are reasonably high. 
Correlations between the GEFT and the PRFT are in the lower 
range of correlations typical for the EFT and RFT. For males, 
correlations between the GEFT and ABC are substantial. 
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The most direct criterion measure of the validity of the 
GEFT is the EFT. In a study, subjects were given Section 3 of 
the EFT as individuals and Section 2 as part of a group. A 
different group was administered Section 3 as part of a group 
and Section 2 as individuals. 
Table 1 records the correlations, combined for the 
groups and adjusted for shortened test length; it also 
records the results from two additional studies regarding the 
validity of the GEFT. 
Table 1. GEFT Validity Coefficients 
Population N Criterion variable rw/GEFT 
Female 
undergraduate s 73 Ind.EFT,solution time -.82 
Male 
undergraduate s 68 Ind.EFT,solution time -.63 
Male 
undergraduate s 55 PRFT, error -.39 
Female 
undergraduates 68 PRFT, error -.34 
Male 
undergraduate s 55 ABC, degree of body 
articulation .71 
Female 
undergraduate s 68 ABC, degree of body 
articulation .55 
(Witkin, Oltman, Raskin, & Karp, 1971, p. 29) 
The rod-and-frame test (RFT) provides a second measure 
for evaluating the validity of the GEFT. Witkin, Oltman, 
Raskin, and Karp (1971) reported in the test manual that. 
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when a group of subjects who had taken the GEFT were then 
tested on the RFT administered with the portable apparatus, 
"Each subject's score on the latter test was the absolute 
size of the errors summed over 8 trials" (p. 29). 
The GEFT can also be evaluated in regard to its 
relationship to the degree of articulation of the body 
concept. This provides a third measure for evaluating GEFT 
validity. Subjects who had taken both the GEFT and the 
portable RFT were requested to draw human figures in the same 
testing session in which they took the RFT. The degree of 
articulation of the body concept was assessed by a scale 
(ABC). The least articulated drawings were scored a one; the 
most articulated, a five. 
Use of the GEFT brings with it some cautions. The GEFT 
has been in existence for decades. The test manual, however, 
observes that it is still a research instrument and that 
direct and construct validation data need to be collected 
from a broader range of groups. The 1971 manual states that 
data from such studies will be included in future editions; 
however, an updated copy of the manual which includes data 
generated from studies conducted since the 1971 publication 
has not been made available. As noted earlier, the GEFT was 
normed on a sample of male and female liberal arts college 
students. Applying these norms to subjects in a cross 
cultural study may be inappropriate. Renna and Zenhausern's 
study (1976) supported this view. Ghuman (1980) argued that 
the GEFT is a test of ability rather than a test of field 
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dependence/independence in perception, citing its high 
correlation with the WISC/WAIS block design. 
In spite of these reservations, however, the GEFT has 
been widely used to measure field dependence/independence. It 
also does not rely on English proficiency in disembedding 
forms from the more complex figures. Because of these 
factors, coupled with the validity and reliability data, the 
GEFT was thought to be a logical choice as the inventory to 
be used in measuring the field dependence/independence of 
Hmong high school students. 
Finally, as alluded to earlier, the GEFT had been used 
by Worthley (1987) and Timm and Chiang (1996) in prior 
research on the learning style of Hmong students. Use of it 
in this study provided an opportunity to extend the research 
to a high school student population. 
Both the CCI and the GEFT were previewed by an ESL tutor 
at the high school level to assess the level of English 
proficiency needed by participants. As a preliterate culture, 
Hmong culture has focused on oral rather than written 
language. For most Hmong students, English is the language 
through which they have learned how to read and write. 
Although all students in the study spoke Hmong at home, many 
did not read Hmong; all students preferred to read in 
English. Because of this, instruments were presented in 
written form in English. 
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Student Questionnaire 
A third research tool for obtaining data from students 
was the Student Questionnaire, which consisted of seven 
items. The questionnaire provided demographic information, 
asking students to identify their school of attendance, 
grade, gender, years of residence in the United States, 
language used at home, and EEN status. The questionnaire was 
used in reviewing data obtained from the GEFT and responding 
to Objective 2 in describing the cognitive style of Hmong 
high school students. A copy of the Student Questionnaire is 
included in Appendix F. 
Student Focus Group 
A fourth research tool used to collect data from 
students was the Student Focus Group, composed of six 
students who had volunteered to participate in a small group 
discussion centering on effective educational practices. All 
six students were part of the larger sample of 60 students 
participating in the study. The structure of the Student 
Focus Group consisted of nine items which included open-ended 
questions focusing on successful practices. The following are 
samples of questions asked on the survey: 
Item 1. How would you describe your experience as a high 
school student? 
Item 4. Describe a class where you struggle to 
understand. Why do you think the class is difficult for you? 
Can you think of anything the teacher might do to help you 
succeed in this class? 
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Item 6. What are your strengths as a student? What have 
you learned from your family and your culture which has 
helped you as a student? 
Responses from the Student Focus Group provided data for 
Objective 3 regarding practices which teachers and Hmong high 
school students perceived to be effective in helping 
students. A copy of the questions used for the Student Focus 
Group is included in Appendix G. 
Educator Survey 
Two research tools were used to gather data from 
educators. The first of these was the Educator Survey, given 
to eight educators identified as effective in their work with 
Hmong high school students. The survey consisted of 10 items 
which included open-ended questions focusing on successful 
practices. A copy of the Educator Survey is included in 
Appendix H. The following are sample items taken from the 
survey: 
Item Is What have you learned in working with Hmong 
students? 
Item 3: Describe an activity which was effective in 
working with Hmong students. Why do you think it worked? 
Item 7: What culture-specific strengths do Hmong 
students bring with them to the high school setting? 
The responses to the survey furnished data regarding 
effective practices and provided common themes for the 
Educator Focus Group. 
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Educator Focus Group 
The second tool used to gather data from educators was 
the Educator Focus Group, composed of those who responded to 
the Educator Survey. Designed to be a means of validating the 
survey responses, the focus group collectively reviewed 
individual responses to the 10 questions posed on the 
Educator Survey. Discussion and expansion of the survey 
responses validated these responses. It also provided data 
for Objective 3 in describing instructional practices which 
teachers and Hmong high school students perceived to be 
effective in helping students. 
Data..-Collection Procedures 
Procedures used in the collection of data for each of 
the study's three objectives are discussed individually. To 
structure data collection and address content for each of the 
three objectives, research questions were generated. 
Data Collection for Objective 1 
To describe the cultural context of Hmong high school 
students, the following research questions were addressed: 
1.1 To what extent are Hmong students high context? 
1.2 To what extent are Hmong students low context? 
Data describing the cultural context of Hmong high 
school students were gathered through the CCI, the Educator 
Survey, and student/educator focus groups. The Educator 
Survey, the Educator Focus Group, and the Student Focus Group 
also provided data for Objective 3. Procedures for data 
collection used with the Educator Survey and the Educator 
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Focus Group will be discussed in the subsequent data 
collection section for Objective 3. 
I met with small groups of Hmong students in each of the 
two high schools to administer the CCI. Having secured copies 
of student schedules, I called students from a study hall 
whenever possible so that they would not miss class or cause 
disruption in ongoing classes. When a student did not have a 
study hall listed on her/his schedule, the student was called 
from an elective rather than a core class. In each high 
school, the inventory was administered in a small conference 
room located either in the student services/administrative 
area or in the library. The size of each group was limited to 
a maximum of 10 so that I could maintain a high level of 
informality and personal contact with students. 
Comments about the inventory were prefaced with a 
reiteration of the purpose of the study. As noted, an in- 
depth explanation of the purpose of the study, voluntary 
nature of the study, and need for written permission had been 
given in the initial meetings with each large group of 
students from both schools. Students were assured that there 
were no right or wrong answers on the inventory, but that 
responses should reflect their preferences. Students were 
also told that individual names would not be used in the 
recording of results and that responses would have no bearing 
on school performance. The inventory was then introduced as 
an instrument which might assist students in understanding 
their culture—related work/study styles and how their styles 
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might differ from those of other students. Since the CCI is 
untimed, I advised students that they could take whatever 
time they needed to complete the inventory and that, when all 
in the group were finished, each participant would score 
her/his inventory. Students were also encouraged to ask 
questions if they needed clarification on any of the 20 
items. 
After all respondents completed the inventory, I 
distributed copies of the Cultural-Context Inventory 
Characteristics Sheet, explained the concepts of high and low 
context, emphasized that one was not better than the other, 
and reiterated that each indicated a stylistic preference and 
that both styles were necessary in a group setting. Using the 
sheet as a guide, the students then scored the inventories, 
tallied their scores, and a group discussion ensued focusing 
on the following: 1. characteristics of those with a high 
context score, low context score, or one evenly distributed 
between the two; and 2. how the inventory could be used by 
students in understanding their work-style preferences. 
Students were given copies of their scores and the 
characteristics sheet. As each group completed the CCI, each 
student was asked if she or he would be willing to 
participate in a focus group to be conducted at a later date. 
The names of students who volunteered to participate were 
recorded. The general format of the focus group and the time 
commitment were explained at the time. 
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In conducting the Student Focus Group, I met with 
students for a two-period block (104 minutes) during the 
school day. Students identified times when they would be able 
to meet prior to the focus group session so that their 
schedules would not be disrupted. Three male and three female 
students who had taken part in the larger study were asked to 
participate in the focus group. Many of the questions asked 
in the Student Focus Group were similar to those asked of 
educators in the survey and in the Educator Focus Group. 
For the Student Focus Group, students were called from 
study halls and non-core classes. The questions posed to 
students centered on their experiences as high school 
students, their perceptions of successful practices, and 
examples of positive interactions with teachers. Questions 
also focused on students' perceptions of the strengths which 
their Hmong background gave them as they approached learning 
in an American high school and the special challenges they 
faced as a result of their heritage. The focus group was 
taped with the permission of all students. In addition, 
written notes were taken of the session. At the interview's 
conclusion, I summarized major themes which evolved during 
the course of the interview, verifying with students that the 
summary accurately recorded the thread of the responses. 
Data Collection 
for Objective 2 
To describe the cognitive styles of Hmong high school 
students, the following research questions were addressed: 
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2.1 To what degree is the cognitive style of Hmong 
students field independent? 
2.2 To what degree is the cognitive style of Hmong 
students field dependent? 
Data describing the cognitive styles of Hmong high 
school students were obtained through the Group Embedded 
Figures Test (GEFT). A questionnaire asking students to give 
information regarding age, gender, grade, duration of 
residency in the United States, language used at home, and 
exceptional education status was also used. Both were 
administered to all students in the study. 
The GEFT was administered to small groups of students in 
each of the two high schools. Procedures similar to those 
outlined for the CCI were used in contacting students for 
administration of the GEFT. Students were informed that 
scores on the GEFT would have no bearing on their school 
performance. After completing the two practice problems in 
the test booklet, students were advised to trace all lines of 
the simple form, including the inner lines of the cube form, 
and erase completely all incorrect lines if they had made a 
mistake during the test. The timed practice Section 1 and the 
subsequent timed Section 2 and Section 3 of the test were 
administered. Booklets were collected at the end of the time 
allotted for Section 3. 
Students who were absent the day of the test were given 
the GEFT in a subsequent small group setting. Both the CCI 
and GEFT were administered to students in their home school. 
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Students were administered the questionnaire immediately 
after they completed the GEFT. After the GEFT booklets were 
collected, I passed out copies of the Student Questionnaire 
and reviewed the purpose of the seven questions and what 
would be done with the information gathered. The term 
exceptional educational needs was explained so that students 
would understand question seven on the questionnaire. 
Students were also encouraged to ask questions if any of the 
items on the questionnaire were not clear to them. The 
questionnaire took students fewer than five minutes to 
complete. All students completed the questionnaire. 
All instruments had been previewed by an ESL tutor at 
the high school level to assess the level of English 
proficiency needed by participants and the appropriateness of 
the instruments for the student population. 
Data Collection 
for Objective 3 
To describe instructional practices which teachers and 
Hmong high school students perceived to be effective, the 
following research questions were posed: 
3.1 What instructional practices do teachers report as 
effective in assisting Hmong high school students in their 
learning? 
3.2 What instructional practices do Hmong high school 
students report as effective in assisting them in their 
learning? 
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Data were obtained for Objective 3 in three ways. First, 
educators identified as successful in working with Hmong 
students were interviewed to determine what instructional 
practices they perceived as effective in assisting Hmong 
students. Second, a focus group of these educators met with 
me to discuss these practices and validate the findings of 
the individual surveys. Third, a small sample of the students 
participating in the study met as a group with me to discuss 
educational practices they reported as effective in assisting 
them in their learning. The procedures used for the Student 
Focus Group have been discussed previously under Objective 1. 
The Educator Survey was hand delivered or mailed to each 
educator participant after an initial telephone call or face- 
to-face meeting with me to determine willingness of the 
educator to participate in the research study. All but one of 
the educators returned a completed survey before the day of 
the focus group; one brought the completed survey to the 
meeting. 
Selection of the educators participating in the focus 
group was the same as for the survey. The process for this is 
reviewed in the section entitled Sample in Chapter 3. The 
eight educator participants were asked to meet collectively 
at the conclusion of a specified school day as a focus group 
to review the practices they had found to be effective in 
working with Hmong students and to validate the findings of 
the individual surveys. The format for the focus group 
included a review of individual responses to the 10 items on 
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the Educator Survey. The written survey responses provided 
data and points of departure for the focus group discussion. 
Expansion on written responses followed the posing of each 
question and the sharing of written responses. The focus 
group meeting was just over one hour in length. Data were 
gathered and common themes articulated in the focus group 
were recorded. As common themes were stated, the group was 
asked to comment on whether or not participant experiences 
supported the individual responses. As the focus group drew 
to its conclusion, unifying ideas emerging from the data were 
noted. 
Both the student and teacher focus groups took place at 
Memorial High School in the principal's office, which also 
doubled as a small school conference room. 
Summary 
Data to achieve the objectives of this study were 
gathered in two comprehensive, urban high schools from 
students using the Group Embedded Figures Test, Cultural- 
Context Inventory, Student Questionnaire, Student Focus 
Group, Educator Survey, and Educator Focus Group. Sixty 
students selected from mainstreamed Hmong high school 
students enrolled in regular classes who had agreed to 
participate in the study and had returned permission slips 
composed the large student sample completing the test, 
inventory, and questionnaire. A smaller group of student 
volunteers composed the Student Focus Group sample. Data were 
also gathered from educators identified as successful in 
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their work with Hmong students using an Educator Survey and 
an Educator Focus Group. 
The study focused on data yielding information on the 
cultural values and practices and the cognitive approaches of 
Hmong high school students. The first data describe the 
cultural context of Hmong high school students in terms of 
high and low context. The second data describe the cognitive 
style of Hmong high school students in terms of field 
dependence and field independence. The third data describe 
instructional practices which teachers and Hmong high school 
students perceive to be effective in helping Hmong students. 
Findings of the study will be reported in the subsequent 
chapter in narrative and tabular format. 
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CHAPTER 4 
DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 
This chapter reports, analyzes, and interprets data 
gathered from students through the Group Embedded Figures 
Test, the Cultural-Context Inventory, the Student Focus 
Group, and the Student Questionnaire. It also reports, 
analyzes, and interprets data gathered from the Educator 
Survey and the Educator Focus Group. Data are of three types. 
The first describe the cultural context of Hmong high school 
students using the concepts of high and low context. The 
second describe the cognitive style of Hmong high school 
students using the concepts of field dependent and field 
independent. The third describe educational practices which 
teachers and Hmong high school students perceive to be 
effective in assisting students in their learning. 
The chapter is structured in three sections. The first 
section describes the cultural context of Hmong high school 
students using data from the Cultural Context Inventory, the 
Educator Survey, the Educator Focus Group, and the Student 
Focus Group to address the first research objective. The 
second section describes the cognitive style of Hmong high 
school students using data from the Group Embedded Figures 
Test to address the second research objective. The third 
section describes the instructional practices which teachers 
and Hmong high school students perceive to be effective in 
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helping students in their learning and answers the research 
questions derived from this objective. Data from the Educator 
Survey, Educator Focus Group and Student Focus Group are used 
to address the third research objective and answer the 
research questions. The statistical analyses of the field 
dependent/fieId independent (FD/FI) scores of the Group 
Embedded Figures Test, the high and low context scores on the 
Cultural-Context Inventory, and all other variables were 
performed using StatView 4.5. 
Findings by Objective 1: 
Cultural Context 
To describe the cultural context of Hmong high school 
students, the following research questions were addressed: 
1.1 To what extent are Hmong students high context? 
1.2 To what extent are Hmong students low context? 
The 60 students involved in the study were administered 
the Cultural Context Inventory (CCI). The CCI yields two 
scores: a high context score and a low context score. The 
Frequency Distribution of scores on the CCI High Context 
variable is found in Table 2. Table 3 gives the same 
information for CCI Low Context. 
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Table 2. Frequency Distribution for High Context. 
From (>) To (<) Count 
25.000 26.000 1 
26.000 27.000 1 
27.000 28.000 1 
28.000 29.000 1 
29.000 30.000 3 
30.000 31.000 4 
31.000 32.000 5 
32.000 33.000 4 
33.000 34.000 6 
34.000 35.000 5 
35.000 36.000 3 
36.000 37.000 9 
37.000 38.000 5 
38.000 39.000 4 
39.000 40.000 3 
40.000 41.000 1 
41.000 42.000 0 
42.000 43.000 0 
43.000 44.000 0 
44.000 45.000 0 
45.000 46.000 2 
46.000 47.000 0 
47.000 48.000 0 
48.000 49.000 0 
49.000 50.000 2 
Total 60 
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Table 3. Frequency Distribution for CCI Low Context Score. 
From (>) To (<) Count 
25.000 26.000 1 
26.000 27.000 0 
27.000 28.000 4 
28.000 29.000 1 
29.000 30.000 2 
30.000 31.000 4 
31.000 32.000 2 
32.000 33.000 2 
33.000 34.000 6 
34.000 35.000 5 
35.000 36.000 3 
36.000 37.000 4 
37.000 38.000 8 
38.000 39.000 6 
39.000 40.000 3 
40.000 41.000 2 
41.000 42.000 1 
42.000 43.000 0 
43.000 44.000 3 
44.000 45.000 0 
45.000 46.000 1 
46.000 47.000 1 
47.000 48.000 0 
48.000 49.000 1 
49.000 50.000 0 
Total 60 
To determine if the CCI and the GEFT tested different 
and distinct student behaviors, a factor analysis was 
performed. Variables included the following: Time in US, Age, 
GEFT and CCI data. Factor analysis was used to determine the 
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structure of the functional differences, should differences 
be found. Both orthogonal (variables can reside on only one 
factor) and oblique solutions (variables can reside on as 
many factors as is defensible) were requested. The number of 
factors sought was left undefined so that the most robust 
factor structure could be determined. Results of the factor 
analysis indicate that two strong factors were rendered in 
both the orthogonal and oblique solutions. Table 4 summarizes 
the factor analysis results. 
Table 4. Factor Structure of the CCI, GEFT, Time in US, and 
Age in Both Oblique and Orthogonal Solutions. 
Oblique Solution Orthogonal Solution 
Variable Cultural 
Factor 
Physiologic 
Factor 
Cultural 
Factor 
Physiologic 
Factor 
High Context 0.841 0.077 0.835 0.032 
Low Context 0.825 -0.125 0.829 0.032 
GEFT -5.734 0.430 0.024 0.429 
Time in US 0.126 0.845 0.078 0.827 
Age 0.229 0.594 0.263 0.606 
Primary 
Pattern 
Matrix Primary 
Pattern 
Matrix 
These data show that the variables consistently fall 
into two categories: a cultural factor consisting of the High 
Context (HC) and Low Context (LC) scores on the CCI and a 
physiologic factor constructed of the GEFT score. Age, and 
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Time in the US. (The GEFT is a neurophysiological test that 
measures the student's ability to do psychophysiological 
figure-ground tasks.) The first factor indicates how bound to 
context a student may be, while the second factor indicates 
at what physical level of figure-ground discrimination the 
student is performing, in addition to how both Age and Time 
in the US affect that score. 
The factors are robust and consistent. The two-factor 
solution is not only succinct and complete but also appears 
spontaneously as the most appropriate solution of both the 
oblique and orthogonal solutions. The first most powerful 
factor consists of the CCI scores. As will be demonstrated 
below, these scores are highly culturally bound. When every 
student was identified as either FD (not demonstrating an 
ability to keep an item separate from its surroundings) or FI 
(demonstrating a capacity to differentiate objects from their 
background) no significant difference was noted on either the 
Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test (HC/FD-FI) Chi Square +1.633, 
p=0.8201; (LC/FD-FI) Chi Square +2.70, p=0.5185; and on the 
Mann-Whitney U (HC/FD-FI) z=-.227, p=0.8201. This indicates 
that whether or not students at the extreme score levels are 
controlled for or not, the designation of field 
dependence/field independence is highly accurate. Student 
performance on the CCI is summarized in Table 5. 
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Table 5. Summary Descriptive Statistics for the CCI. 
High Context Low Context 
Score N Range Mean SD Mean SD 
High 
Context 
24 25-49 36.67 5.15 32.42 4.66 
Low 
Context 
30 25-48 32.73 4.20 37.27 4.66 
Equal 6 33-38 35.33 2.30 35.33 2.94 
Thirty of 60 students or 50% of the sample emerged as 
low context, 24 of 60 or 40% as high context, and 6 of 60 or 
10% as receiving equal scores on high and low context. 
The Educator Survey and Educator Focus Group also 
yielded data concerning the cultural context of Hmong high 
school students. Eight educators judged to be successful in 
working with Hmong students identified a number of 
characteristics and practices valued by Hmong culture. 
Teachers perceived that Hmong students valued formal 
education and saw it as their key to success in America. 
Educators viewed their Hmong students as cooperative, 
patient, happy to help each other, enthusiastic about 
learning, and respectful of all aspects of American education 
including teachers, administrators, and the work itself— 
characteristics of a high context culture. They indicated 
Hmong students had high expectations and saw themselves as 
soon-to-be successful if they worked hard as individuals. The 
recognition that individual effort and achievement were 
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desirable traits is consistent with low context behavior. But 
the reasons behind why they wanted to succeed as individuals 
(to help their families and to get ahead materially) are a 
mix of both high and low context. 
A number of teachers reported that the early marriages 
and pregnancies of some of their female students were 
depriving these students of further education. Three 
educators stated that the tradition of women possessing 
little political power within Hmong society led to a 
devaluation by young women of their abilities within a school 
setting; teachers believed this condition made it more 
difficult for their female students to become active members 
in classes or in organizations. A hierarchical ordering and 
clear delineation of gender roles are consistent with a high 
context culture. 
Results of a Spearman Rho test (Rho=0.432, p=0.0009) 
indicate a very significant difference between male and 
female students on field dependency/independency (FD/FI). 
This correlation did stand up when a more rigorous testing 
matching gender to FD/FI identification was performed using a 
Paired-Sign Test (p=0.0094). Table 6 gives a capsulated 
presentation of the cohorts' responses on the CCI variables 
and field dependence/independence. 
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Table 6. CCI Scores by FD/FI Assignment. 
Variable High Context Low Context Equal N 
Field 
Independent 
15 20 5 40 
Field 
Dependent 
9 10 1 20 
N 24 30 6 60 
When gender is used as the two-group variable and the 
CCI scores as the continuous variable, the discrimination of 
students as high or low context as linked to gender did not 
hold up. Tables 7 and 8 summarize these findings. Again, 
statistical care has been taken so the extreme score did not 
skew the results. 
Table 7. Mann-Whitney Results in CCI Scores by Gender. 
z value p value 
High Context -1.313 0.1893 
Low Context -0.627 0.5310 
Table 8. Kolmogorov-Smirnov Results on CCI Scores by Gender. 
z value p value 
High Context 3.200 0.4637 
Low Context 2.443 0.5894 
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Thus, although there is concordance between the 
appearance of field dependence/independence between genders, 
empirical study indicates that there is no significant 
difference in how genders respond to the CCI questions and 
the resultant high and low context scores. 
The Educator Survey and Educator Focus Group yielded 
examples of cultural dissonance. One educator observed that 
young women who were married and had children were often torn 
between Hmong and American culture. Married Hmong students 
were expected to adhere to custom; their being American at 
school and Hmong at home had an inpact on schoolwork and on 
participation in classes and extracurricular activities. This 
same teacher also cited that one of her deaf male students, 
believing others in his Hmong culture perceived he had no 
value as a disabled male, was adopting recently learned gang 
behaviors. An administrator recounted a discussion with a 17- 
year old female Hmong student who had met with great academic 
success. While stating she loved and respected her parents, 
she vocalized great frustration and anger at their limiting 
her options for postsecondary study, especially at 
universities located a distance from home. A counselor spoke 
of the tremendous emotional strain some students experienced 
as they attempted to make their parents happy by adhering to 
familial expectations while simultaneously trying to fit in 
with peers by dressing and talking like their non-Hmong 
friends and listening to American music. These emerging 
tensions were offered by educators as examples of low context 
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American culture coming into conflict with high context Hmong 
culture. 
Respondents on the Educator Survey and in the Educator 
Focus Group reported students as very responsible in terms of 
family duties: working in the family business, taking charge 
of younger siblings, or cooking and cleaning at home, all 
behaviors which are compatible with a high context culture. 
Educators noted that the Hmong as a people are known in the 
locale of the study as being great organic farmers. The fact 
that many students could often be found on Saturday mornings 
at the open-air farmers' market selling the family produce 
during the summer months reinforced the notion of students 
being responsive to family obligations and provided evidence 
of the Hmong agricultural tradition being incorporated into 
their American way of life. 
Educators participating in the study also agreed that 
Hmong culture values oral tradition; their citing that Hmong 
students created and recounted stories, shared folklore, 
quoted proverbs, and shared music and customs confirmed this 
belief. Time was cited as a challenge for students. One 
teacher phrased the experience of Hmong students adjusting to 
the American concept of time as "becoming clocked, " noting 
that Hmong culture has a much more fluid idea of time, a high 
context characteristic. Educators stated that some Hmong 
students had difficulty with the American (low context) 
emphasis on individualism and learning to compete. They also 
observed that Hmong students voiced they did not have "enough 
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time to talk." Dating posed problems for students, raising 
issues involving racism, conflicting generational 
perceptions, differing cultural expectations of males and 
females within Hmong culture, and differing practices between 
American and Hmong cultures. 
In discussions in the Student Focus Group, Hmong 
students perceived themselves to be hardworking and 
determined to finish what they had started. Students stated 
they had to know the classroom material well and be the best 
they could be. Education was cited as the prime factor 
necessary in earning a good living and being successful in 
professional life. Most students articulated that they had to 
do their own school work and not depend on others. Some 
students had experienced racism in the school setting. Female 
students commented that expectations for females were 
different than for males; one stated that some families spent 
a huge amount of money for a boy to go to a private school 
away from home but that girls were expected to go to school 
locally and cheaply—if at all. 
Findings by Objective 2: 
Cognitive Style 
To describe the cognitive style of Hmong high school 
students, the following research questions were addressed: 
2.1 To what degree is the cognitive style of Hmong high 
school students field independent? 
2.1 To what degree is the cognitive style of Hmong high 
school students field dependent? 
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The 60 students involved in the study were administered 
the Group Embedded Figures Test (GEFT). The score received on 
the GEFT represents the total of correctly traced simple 
forms in sections two and three of the test. Study of the 
GEFT score results yields several interesting points. The 
GEFT basic data are found in Table 9 and Table 10. 
Table 9. Frequency Distribution of GEFT Data. 
Range N 
0.000 1 
1.000 1 
2.000 0 
3.000 1 
4.000 1 
5.000 1 
6.000 3 
7.000 1 
8.000 1 
9.000 2 
10.000 1 
11.000 3 
12.000 4 
13.000 4 
14.000 5 
15.000 4 
16.000 5 
17.000 15 
18.000 7 
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Table 10. Descriptive Statistics for GEFT. 
Variable Mean SD N Range 
GEFT 13.300 4.691 60 0.000-18.000 
Scores on the GEFT fall into four quartiles. Subjects 
scoring in quartiles 1 and 2 are considered to be field 
dependent; subjects scoring in quartiles three and four are 
considered field independent. Twenty of 60 student subjects 
emerged as field dependent, 10 scoring in quartile 1 and 10 
in quartile 2 of the GEFT. Forty students emerged as field 
independent, 12 scoring in quartile 3 and 28 in quartile 4. 
In other words, one-third of the subjects scored in the field 
dependent range' and two-thirds in the field independent 
range. 
When field dependency/independency is assessed, the 
variable Time in the US is not a predictive variable, 
although it might be assumed that the longer a Hmong student 
is in the United States, the more acculturated s/he might 
become. As was found with the gender variable, what would 
intuitively suggest itself to be a predictor of a culturally 
driven variable does not hold up empirically. 
Tables 11 and 12 show the Mann Whitney U Test for Time 
in US as predictor of field dependency. 
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Table 11. Mann Whitney U Test on Time in US as a Predictor of 
Field Dependence. 
z value -0.1180 
p value 0.9064 
tied z value -0.1190 
tied p value 0.9057 
# ties 11 
Table 12. Mann Whitney Rank Data. 
Variable N Sum Rank Mean Rank Rank 
Field 20 602.500 30.125 1 
Dependence 
Field 40 1227.50 30.688 2 
Independence 
The Friedman Analysis of Variance for Non-Parametric 
Data (Friedman ANOVA) clearly shows that the GEFT tests 
something different from the CCI (Chi Square = 90.300, p less 
than 0.0001). Tables 13 and 14 show these differences. 
Table 13. Friedman ANOVA Summary for CCI and GEFT Data. 
df 2 
# Groups 3 
# Ties 6 
Chi Square 90.30000 
p value <0.0001 
Chi Square ties 92.615 
p value ties <0.0001 
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Table 14. Friedman ANOVA Ranks for CCI and GEFT Data. 
Count Sum Rank Mean Rank 
High Context 60 147.000 2.450 
Low Context 60 153.000 2.550 
GEFT 60 60.000 1.000 
Based on observations of Hmong students in the school 
setting, I predicted that Hmong high school students would 
show a change in their cognitive style from a more field 
dependent orientation to a more field independent orientation 
with their increase in age and years spent in the American 
educational system. This was not supported through the 
empirical data of the study. Time in the US does not hold up 
as a predictive variable for scores on the CCI or for rating 
as field dependent/independent. However, Hmong high school 
students do score as field independent as a group. This 
finding is different from that of previous studies and will 
be discussed at length in Chapter 5. 
In her description of high and low context cultures, 
Halverson, building on the work of Hall, identifies patterns 
(in association, interaction, territoriality, temporality, 
and learning) in racial/ethnic and national groups. She 
implies that there are learning styles that are consistent in 
cultures. There are noteworthy similarities between 
Halverson's concept of high context cultures and Witkin's 
concept of field dependence. Likewise, there are similarities 
between the concepts of low context and field independence. 
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With these similarities in mind, I predicted that there would 
be a correlation between 1. high cultural context and field 
dependent cognitive style and 2. low cultural context and 
field independent cognitive style in the subjects studied. No 
statistically significant correlation was found. Twenty 
students emerged as field independent/low context and 9 as 
field dependent/high context, meeting the prediction. Not 
meeting the prediction were 15 students scoring field 
independent/high context; 5, field independent/equally high 
and low context; 1, field dependent/equally high and low 
context; and 10, field dependent/low context. 
Students with extreme scores (quartiles 1 and 4) showed 
very strong effects of culture, age, and time in the United 
States on their performance on the basic psychophysiological 
figure-ground test. Students who were more recent arrivals to 
this country and who self-identified as less acculturated 
performed as would significantly younger children living in 
the United States. Those self-identified as more acculturated 
performed at levels considered age-appropriate for young 
people living in the United States. 
As students transition from field dependence to field 
independence, it becomes more difficult to determine if the 
difference in GEFT scores is due to acculturation, age, or 
physiologic development. On the Friedman ANOVA, using the 
variables of GEFT and CCI scores. Age, and Time in US, the 
difference between the physiologic/Age/Time-related variables 
to field independence becomes ever clearer. 
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When Age is added to the mix, the discrimination among 
the variables becomes more sharp. Tables 15 and 16 present 
the Friedman ANOVA results for a four-variable solution. A 
striking concordance with the Factor Analysis reported 
earlier is seen. Again, the two physiologic variables cluster 
together while the CCI scores indicating the effects of 
culture on the subjects hang together as a clear group. 
Table 15. Friedman ANOVA for Variables GEFT and CCI scores. 
Age, and Time in US. 
df 4 
# groups 5 
# ties 36 
Chi Square 188.850 
p value <0.0001 
Chi Square corrected for ties 
p value corrected for ties 
196.714 
<0.0001 
Table 16. Friedman Rank Information for Five Variables • 
Variable N Siam Rank Mean Rank Rank 
Time in US 60 99.000 1.650 1 
GEFT 60 172.500 1.875 2 
Age 60 148.500 2.475 3 
High Context 60 267.000 4.450 4 
Low Context 60 273.000 4.550 5 
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When the Mann Whitney U Test is performed on the GEFT 
and FD/FI data, the results indicate that scores on the GEFT 
do accurately predict FD/FI behavior as identified by Witkin. 
The CCI high and low context scores did not discriminate 
between the FD and the FI groups. These data are abstracted 
in Tables 17 and 18. 
Table 17. Friedman ANOVA Table for GEFT Score by FD/FI. 
DF Sum of 
Squares 
Mean Square f value p value 
FD/FI 1 918.533 918.533 141.519 <0.0001 
Residual 58 376.450 6.491 
Table 18 . Friedman Means Table for GEFT Score. Effect FD/FI. 
Count Mean Standard 
Deviation 
Standard 
Error 
FD 20 7.650 3.689 0.825 
FI 40 15.950 1.739 0.275 
In summary, 40 of 60 students emerged as field 
independent and 20 as field dependent, suggesting that Hmong 
high school students as a group have over time become more 
field independent in their cognitive style. Thirty of 60 
students tested low context, 24 high context, and 6 the same 
on both high and low context, suggesting that Hmong high 
school students are exhibiting more low cultural context 
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characteristics. Twenty-nine students met the prediction of 
either high cultural context and field dependent cognitive 
style (9) or low cultural context and field independent 
cognitive style (20). 
Findings by Objective 3; 
Effective Educational Practices 
To describe instructional practices which teachers and 
Hmong high school students perceive to be effective in 
helping students, the following research questions were 
addressed: 
3.1 What instructional practices do teachers report as 
effective in assisting Hmong high school students in their 
learning? 
3.2 What instructional practices do Hmong high school 
students report as effective in assisting them in their 
learning? 
Teachers reported that Hmong students' willingness to 
meet them "at least halfway in the educational process" 
provided positive conditions for learning which assisted 
greatly in offsetting the significant challenges posed by 
language difficulties, lack of formal schooling, and cultural 
differences. Educators found success with lessons which were 
culturally based. Classes involving demonstrations, hands-on 
activities encouraging students to get involved with the 
subject, and integrating concepts with concrete tasks or 
objects to which students could relate were cited as being 
particularly effective. One teacher stated, "I don't separate 
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learning within the classroom from experience out of it." A 
number of educators discussed that students were most 
enthusiastic and diligent with assignments which did not 
frustrate them; students were more successful in units that 
were open-ended and did not focus on right or wrong answers. 
One educator recounted that her most effective assignment had 
been an open-ended project through which students were asked 
to create a culture with its own language, setting, religion, 
foods, etc. and develop it through prewriting exercises, 
research, and an explication of the culture to other students 
in class. Such an assignment allowed students to use the 
knowledge and talents they had, avoid the frustration which 
often came with being asked to do more than was realistic, 
apply concepts to hands-on activities, and use their 
creativity in terms of experience, folklore, music, and art. 
Educators believed that their teaching colleagues should 
offer options to students when dealing with sensitive 
cultural issues. Two educators stated that lessons forcing 
Hmong students to address their fears or superstitions could 
be problematic. One cited as examples forcing a student to 
visit a funeral home as part of a sociology class or asking 
students to debate culturally sensitive issues such as sex or 
welfare. She commented that these activities sometimes placed 
students in difficult situations which pitted Hmong cultural 
expectations against mainstream American cultural practices. 
Teachers in the focus group also believed that educational 
practitioners should be sensitive to the fact that many Hmong 
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students relatively new to this country were not comfortable 
being paired in an educational activity with someone of the 
opposite sex; a married student was often not comfortable 
being assigned to partner with an unmarried student. 
Educators also underscored the importance of teachers seeing 
a unique individual in each Hmong high school student and of 
not lumping Hmong students together and having one set of 
expectations for all. They also reaffirmed that one Hmong 
student should not be put in a position of speaking for her 
or his entire culture. 
Most educators stated that Hmong high school students 
were extremely cooperative. While they agreed that 
cooperation was a wonderful trait, one commented that 
collaboration could become a problem if students did others7 
work. While acknowledging that students learned a great deal 
from working together, she noted such a practice often gave 
an inaccurate picture of a student's mastery or even practice 
of the material. She also observed that it was extremely 
important to present content at the appropriate level of 
difficulty to ensure that students did their own work rather 
than seek the assistance of another to save face. 
Educators found that students with less formal education 
than their peers often had content gaps. New students were 
reported as often believing that, if they had done the 
written work, they had learned the content. This was often 
not the case. Students did not always understand that, in 
some areas, one had to learn sequentially—that English 
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basics had to be mastered before advanced texts could be read 
with understanding. 
Acknowledging the importance of the clan in Hmong 
culture while pointing out a difference between Hmong 
students and peers, one teacher stated, "A lot of my kids are 
not living with parents. They are living with aunts, uncles, 
and grandparents." She and others noted that colleagues, in 
their casual comments to students, often failed in being 
sensitive to this fact and provided yet another means by 
which Hmong students felt themselves set apart as different. 
Most participants acknowledged that effective practitioners 
were cognizant of this and culturally sensitive in their 
comments. 
The fact that parents inexperienced in the workings of 
the American educational system were not able to share school 
experiences with their children was cited as a challenge with 
which both parents and young people had to grapple daily. 
This lack of parental familiarity sometimes put Hmong 
students at a disadvantage. A counselor commented that most 
American parents had a hard time knowing how to be involved 
with their teenage children, adding that Hmong parents had a 
harder time. He then noted quickly that, once they tied in, 
Hmong parents were very good at follow-up, especially in 
regard to attendance. One educator, who worked with deaf/hard 
of hearing children, commented that this situation was 
accentuated in the case of students with exceptional 
educational needs (EEN) and was supported in her perception 
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by a counselor and language arts teacher. She stated that 
Hmong parent advocates in the EEN area were virtually 
nonexistent. 
The same teacher noted that young people receiving 
special services dealt with the triple challenge of a 
disability, language difficulties often compounded by the 
disability, and the social hurdles a teenager who is 
different from peers has to face. Another educator validated 
this idea, stating that if a student had a special need, 
often that need was not addressed. Numerous educators spoke 
of the efficacy of interpreters in the schools and of the 
increased level of parental involvement which would occur 
were interpreters available to Hmong parents. All believed it 
was important for teachers to recognize that many Hmong 
parents would not access special services because they were 
not familiar with the system. Educators articulated that an 
effective teacher advocated for the student and reached out 
to parents. 
Educators also reported that students often had 
unrealistic expectations: most wanted to be doctors, lawyers, 
or engineers and ignored more suitable areas in which to 
continue their education. Teachers commented that formal 
career counseling did not exist at school. Parents did not 
have the informal knowledge to assist their children in 
career decisions. Educators indicated the need for career 
information to be infused into the curriculum, particularly 
for students who were children of immigrants or refugees. 
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Early marriage and/or pregnancy was reported as 
depriving Hmong females of further education. Examples were 
given of married females who were limited in terms of 
activities in which they could participate. A teacher 
recounted that the husband of one of her students did not 
want his wife to drive, believing it inappropriate for a 
married woman. One counselor reported that many Hmong 
students felt "shame and guilt over being married." He stated 
that students who had been in the United States a long time 
were very hesitant to bring up the subject of marriage. He 
also stated that some students were used to being victims in 
the community. He believed that this contributed to a sense 
of shame which carried over into the school. Though they 
indicated that some Hmong girls were more assertive than they 
appeared to be years ago, educators observed that Hmong 
female high school students were still not as likely to speak 
out in class as their Hmong male counterparts. All of these 
examples focused on the need for educators to be culturally 
sensitive, to act as student advocates, and to work closely 
with students trying to balance the often-conflicting values 
of two culturally diverse worlds. 
Two teachers who had been working with Hmong students 
for seven and eight years, respectively, indicated that over 
that time, instructional practices had changed as students 
had changed. They noted that the level of English proficiency 
among students had increased as the average length of time in 
the United States had increased. They also noted a decrease 
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in shyness among students. One stated that over the past year 
she had come into contact with an increasing number of Hmong 
students who were not as motivated to achieve in school. She 
questioned whether this was due to students having to contend 
with increased complexity in some content areas or their 
becoming more immersed in the larger American culture. She 
indicated that her instructional practices had changed as the 
target group she served had changed: "The society their 
families are living in is having an impact." This same 
educator noted that, as recently as eight years ago, every 
Hmong student knew all other Hmong students in town but that 
this was no longer the case. As parents have been pressured 
to work with the newly legislated welfare-to-work program in 
Wisconsin and students have had to assume more childcare 
responsibilities for younger siblings with both parents 
venturing into the work force, some students' study time, 
energy level, and interest in school have diminished. 
Educators articulated that practitioners' effectiveness was 
dependent on their responses to evolving needs as Hmong high 
school students have become more deeply acculturated and the 
gaps between generations of Hmong continue to widen. 
A second-year teacher commented on the tension caused by 
two different value systems coexisting, citing as an example 
that physical punishment was an acceptable means of 
discipline in Hmong culture, but prohibited in American 
culture. Afraid that social services could take their 
children away if corporal punishment were used, some parents, 
130 
ignorant of other methods of dealing with oppositional 
behaviors, felt impotent. Sensing their parents' fear and 
confusion, children sometimes worked the system. 
One teacher stated, "If you had asked me to come up with 
a profile of a Hmong student, I could have seven years ago. 
But today every student is a different profile." Hmong high 
school students are at unique stages of development due to 
the combination of their native abilities, degree of 
acculturation, performance in schools, and influence of their 
individual families. The recognition of this was stated as a 
principle of effective teaching. 
All educators emphasized the importance of treating 
students with respect; of recognizing that most Hmong 
students feel somewhat distanced from the larger high school 
population; of acknowledging students by name beyond the 
classroom in corridors or in the library; of giving clear 
directions and communicating in understandable terms; of 
setting achievable standards; of providing a safe environment 
for learning; and of serving as an advocate, social worker, 
consultant, and problem solver—as well as teacher. All 
educators spoke of the effectiveness of working with 
colleagues who shared their commitment to Hmong high school 
students' success. They acknowledged that a good place to 
invest efforts was in expanding the influence of teachers who 
had already demonstrated effective strategies in their work 
with Hmong students and using these people as change agents 
within the school setting. 
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Rather than articulating effective strategies which 
teachers used, students focused on qualities they valued in 
teachers. Students described teachers they considered 
effective using the following words and phrases: down-to- 
earth, open to questions, humorous, challenging, generous 
with praise, unintimidating, easy to approach, and helpful. 
When students did discuss what assisted them in learning, 
they tied it to specific teachers. The following were cited 
as effective: a mathematics teacher who took time in class to 
answer all questions and who demonstrated on the blackboard 
the right way to do problems students had done incorrectly; a 
mathematics teacher who explained difficult concepts in 
understandable terms; a Japanese teacher who structured 
vocabulary and dialogue around everyday objects and 
situations which students could apply immediately; a science 
teacher who provided plentiful notes so that students would 
have more than one way of approaching a problem and material 
to which they could refer when studying on their own; and a 
science teacher who knew the material well and encouraged 
students to ask questions, no matter how silly the questions 
sounded. 
They also spoke of specific teachers when they were 
asked about situations in which they found it difficult to 
learn. Students cited the following as examples of 
instruction which was not helpful: a teacher explaining a 
concept in broad terms, not giving the necessary supporting 
details while presuming students had enough background to 
132 
supply the missing links; a teacher assuming that in advanced 
classes students had a comprehensive background; an educator 
using the text very rarely and expecting students to be able 
to grasp concepts given verbally with no written 
reinforcement; a teacher using vocabulary too difficult to 
understand; and, finally, an educator introducing material 
too quickly and moving on to new areas before students 
demonstrated mastery of existing material. 
When asked to identify their strengths and what they had 
learned from their family and culture which had assisted them 
in learning, students responded with the following ideas. 
Being strong, trusting oneself, and working hard are the 
means to success; being oneself is the key thing; and 
depending on one's own abilities is the way to do well. 
Recognizing that other people might not accept them for who 
they are because of their Hmong heritage, students believed 
they had to continue with their education to have a 
successful life. Focusing on school and family and not 
spending much time socializing helped them in being 
successful in school. A number articulated that endurance and 
determination were essential in doing well. Several students 
voiced that they lived by the following imperatives: Don't 
get your hopes up about other people; be the best you can be; 
learn new things; and be persistent and determined to finish 
what you have started. All students believed that their 
families and culture had taught them to be self-reliant while 
focusing on the communal needs of the larger group. 
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When asked to identify what they perceived as their 
weaknesses and what they had learned from family and culture 
which has made it more difficult for them to learn, students 
responded with the following: not being able to communicate 
well in some classes; family members pressuring them to be 
what the family wants them to be; the expectation that 
females should never ask questions; the expectation that 
females should always be obedient; talking in front of a 
class; drawing attention to oneself by responding in class or 
making a presentation; letting one's flaws be on display; 
forcing oneself to speak one's mind; and remembering what has 
been said in discussions without writing it down. Two young 
women added the following as a prescription to other young 
women in overcoming a cultural behavior which had made 
learning in American schools more difficult for them: Find 
the courage to not follow the Hmong ideal that girls are 
quiet and soft-spoken; speak your mind and talk in class. 
When asked for advice they might give teachers to help 
them assist students in their learning, students volunteered 
the following ideas. Teachers should never assume anything. 
They should be organized and know the material well but 
create a relaxed atmosphere in the classroom so that students 
feel free to ask questions. Teachers should be easy to 
approach and not act distant and intimidating. Students 
believed that educators had a responsibility to make learning 
fun but not to the point where students had control of the 
class. Students said teachers helped them by simplifying 
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concepts and working with those who did not understand. 
Students believed that educators needed to ask questions to 
determine the level of comprehension of students. They also 
focused on the importance of teachers answering questions 
with an appropriate level of specificity, probing to see if 
the level of understanding needed was reached, rather than 
just assuming that students understood a short and simple 
answer. A number of students commented on the importance of 
educators using words that students could understand. 
Students underlined the importance of teachers 
demonstrating a concept or process rather than just reciting 
a definition or describing; they should "show how to do work 
that some students might not know how to do, " giving examples 
to illustrate and bring the point home. If students did not 
understand, teachers were directed to try a different 
approach, outlining on the board or demonstrating since words 
did not always capture the complexity involved in an idea. 
And finally, students spoke of the importance of teachers 
being there when they needed help and of "believing your 
students can make it." 
Though students did not speak of experiencing racism in 
classroom settings, male students in particular did discuss 
encountering it in school corridors with students blocking 
their paths, calling them "gooks, chinks, the usual" and 
telling them to "go back to where (we) came from." A couple 
of students discussed how they had experienced this in the 
past but had not recently. One female student said, "You 
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don't want to make a big deal of it. If you speak your mind, 
you just get into more trouble. If they call you down (to the 
office), it just gets worse." 
Female students in the group were more likely than males 
to have good friends outside the Hmong community. Commenting 
on the ease of interactions with non-Hmong classmates, one 
young woman said, "You can make connections with anybody. I 
have a lot of American friends. You just hang with them." 
Young people spoke of the difficulty of retaining the 
Hmong language and of regularly translating in their heads 
from one language to another. They commented about feeling 
self-conscious about what they perceived as their Hmong 
accents. Students spoke of the necessity of thinking 
differently than their parents, "otherwise we wouldn't be 
successful." One teenager said that he and his Hmong peers 
were young people in America in the 90s living with their 
parents' memories of Laos from two decades earlier. Feeling 
the cultural divide, another student articulated, "At home 
I'm treated like I was in Laos. At school I do anything I 
want." But some students also said parents were changing in 
their adopted land, learning skills and working hard to 
become part of a new world. As the discussion was drawing to 
a close, one young woman, as a sign of the changing times, 
knowing the decade was coming to a close, and with a glint in 
her eye, said simply, "My parents are moving up to the 90s." 
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CHAPTER 5 
SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY 
Overview of the Study 
Barely a quarter century in the United States, the Hmong 
are among the newest Americans. Beginning their migration 
from Laos, first to Thailand and then to Western nations 
after the United States had pulled out of Laos and the Pathet 
Lao had seized power, more than 170,000 Hmong refugees have 
settled in the United States since 1975. Most have found a 
home in the large or small cities of California, Minnesota, 
or Wisconsin. 
Coming from an agricultural economy, they had few 
industrial or technological skills. Hailing from a 
preliterate culture, which had no written language until the 
1950s, they also lacked proficiency in English. Overnight, 
their world had changed. Not understanding American customs, 
lacking marketable job skills, unfamiliar with Western food 
and dwellings, not comprehending the currency of a capitalist 
system, and visibly different in their physical appearance, 
they had to meld two contrasting worlds if they were to 
become part of their new land. As refugees and the children 
of refugees, Hmong young people have had the intensified 
challenge of responding productively to cultural change even 
as they are learning how to be part of American youth 
subculture and how to function in American public schools. 
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During their high school years, young people undergo 
profound transformation as they move from childhood to young 
adulthood. Hmong high school students experience the changes 
of these years in addition to the unique challenges posed by 
acculturation. The focus of concern of this study has been 
how to meet more effectively the educational needs of Hmong 
high school students who have had a very different cultural 
experience and who may approach perceptual and intellectual 
activities differently than their non-Hmong American peers. 
In understanding the unique needs of the student population 
studied here, educators may gain insights into the cultural 
conflicts and approaches to learning of other students whose 
refugee or ethnic status may set them apart as different— 
insights which may help shape attitudes, instructional 
strategies, and curricula which better serve the educational 
needs of all high school students. 
Purpose and Design of the Study 
As an educational practitioner, having served in the 
capacities of high school teacher, counselor, and principal 
over the past 24 years, I focused on designing a study which 
would be useful—a study which would yield practical, helpful 
strategies and recommendations aimed at improving the 
learning of secondary students. I was also interested in 
bringing my experience as an educator to the study. From 
experience and observation, from study of standardized and 
classroom assessment measures, and from sustained work with 
students from diverse ethnic groups, I knew that statistics 
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were often not the best means of assessing traits, knowledge, 
abilities, or values, particularly with refugee or immigrant 
children whose first language was not English and whose 
primary cultural experience was not American. Statistics 
often did not tell the whole story with many of these 
students. Research which made use of a number of different 
kinds of data had the potential for avoiding the pitfalls of 
a one-dimensional approach. This was particularly important 
with a student population which was distinctly different in 
terms of cultural background from that of high school 
students not sharing a similar heritage. In light of this, 
the study was designed using both quantitative and 
qualitative measures. 
Employing a mixed quantitative-qualitative methodology 
provided the opportunity to present a broad picture of the 
student subjects and immediately refine that broad picture 
with group and individual inquiry. In a sense, quantitative 
data yielded a measure of the what; qualitative data also 
provided some of the what and a further look into the why and 
the how. Phrased another way, while quantitative data fleshed 
out the picture with broad brush strokes, qualitative data 
offered detailed lines giving definition to the broad strokes 
and at times tempering or redefining the broad strokes 
themselves. 
Neither methodology itself offered the richness of a 
combined approach. The quantitative component introduced data 
from the GEFT which was not dependent on English fluency, a 
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strength in a study with students whose first language was 
not English. It brought succinctness with an easily 
aggregated body of data for analysis. Such an approach also 
provided an opportunity to extend research done by Worthley 
(1987) and Timm and Chiang (1996) in using the GEFT with a 
high school population. The qualitative component 
incorporated a "constructive theorizing about contextual 
influences" (Goldstein, 1985, p. 46). Such an approach 
permitted a focus on actions at an emotional level so that 
contextual influences could be understood (Sanday, 1982) and 
point of view as an entity became a visible factor in 
behavior. The data complemented each other. Use of both 
methodologies provided an opportunity to integrate both 
inductive and deductive approaches into the research. 
The study accomplished its purpose of identifying the 
cultural values and practices of Hmong high school students; 
of examining the cognitive style of Hmong high school 
students; and of identifying instructional practices 
considered effective by educators and/or students in the 
learning of Hmong high school students. 
Significance of the Study: 
This study can be of value to individual schools in 
their work with Hmong high school students. It suggests 
practical improvements schools may pursue as they meet the 
needs of Hmong students trying to reconcile their individual, 
culturally influenced approaches to learning with long¬ 
standing American educational practices. It provides findings 
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of use to the following: to teachers, counselors, aides, and 
other school practitioners working directly with Hmong high 
school students; to principals, school district officials, 
and informal school leaders in designing programs which 
respond effectively to the unique needs of this student 
population; to the cultural brokers of the Hmong community 
and parents as they collaborate with teachers in assisting 
their children in learning; and to postsecondary educators as 
they work with future teachers and design curriculum and 
instruction. 
The study also adds to the research which provides 
direction for assisting Hmong high school students in their 
learning. It provides the following in terms of theoretical 
significance: research which adds to the understanding of the 
influence of culture on student learning and approaches to 
learning; information which assists in the understanding of 
an ethnic population straddling two worlds often at odds with 
each other; and research which examines the interactions of 
cultural context and cognitive style and builds on the 
growing body of literature on multicultural education. 
Major Findings 
This study has focused on the following three 
objectives: 1. To describe the cultural context of Hmong high 
school students; 2. To describe the cognitive style of Hmong 
high school students; and 3. To describe instructional 
practices which teachers and Hmong high school students 
perceive to be effective in helping students. 
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Findings on Cultural Context 
The data on cultural context were mixed. Both the 
qualitative and quantitative data indicate that students are 
not overwhelmingly high or low context but rather that as a 
group and as individuals they exhibit both high and low 
context behaviors. 
Given that previous studies (Sonsalla, 1984; Goldstein, 
1985; Timm, 1994) identified Hmong students as exhibiting 
predominantly high context characteristics at school, the 
findings of this study regarding cultural context do not 
support previous findings. The CCI scores and some of the 
qualitative data from the Student Focus Group, Educator 
Survey, and Educator Focus Group may indicate that Hmong 
students are in transition and witnessing movement from high 
context to low context. 
The CCI asks subjects to indicate their tendencies and 
preferences in a work situation. Students were directed to 
indicate preferences in their work setting—the school. In 
responding, 50% of the subjects were identified through the 
CCI as low context in school situations, 40% as high context, 
and 10% as equally high and low. Of note is that previous 
data regarding cultural context have been qualitative; the 
CCI data recorded here are quantitative. 
There are some cautions to consider in reviewing student 
scores on the CCI. In Hmong culture, context is important. 
Learning is influenced by relationships and processes; 
learning is often embedded in the situation. In light of 
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this, it would not be unreasonable to conjecture that student 
responses to the 20 items of the CCI could be situation 
specific and, thus, vary greatly depending on the immediate 
circumstances surrounding test-taking. 
Halverson (1993a) also advised that the numerical score 
by itself will not necessarily yield the most helpful or 
telling information. She stated. 
The inventory may enhance understanding of one's work- 
style preference, but it should be broadly interpreted. 
Establishing one's numerical score is less important 
than identifying items that indicate strong preferences, 
which could cause difficulty in interactions with others 
who have strong preferences in the opposite direction, 
(p. 137) 
As an example, if on Item #7, which reads, "I would rather 
work in a group than by myself," Student A responded with a 1 
(Hardly Ever) and Student B with a 5 (Almost Always), 
Halverson would caution that these two students could have 
difficulty interacting with each other because they each had 
a strong preference in the opposite direction from the other. 
The total numerical scores for high and low context would not 
zero in on strong preferences; unless the person viewing the 
data looked beyond the total scores to the individual items, 
specific information about preferences or tendencies would be 
invisible. A student could also conceivably score high 
context on items dealing with relationship, but low context 
on items dealing with learning. Examination of the individual 
items would be the only way to ferret out these findings and 
assist the subject in understanding her/his behaviors. 
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Each of the items on the inventory indicates tendencies 
or preferences in regard to one of the following dimensions 
of human behavior originally included by Hall in his Primary 
Message Systems: association, interaction, territoriality, 
temporality, and learning. What the total numerical scores 
indicate is how the subject has perceived s/he responds in 
regard to the 20 items measuring high or low context. Scores 
are not categorized or broken down into ranges; there are no 
absolute scores for either high or low context. In responding 
from 1 to 5 to the 20 items (10 of which are recorded in the 
high context column and 10 in the low context), a subject 
answering all 20 items has the opportunity to score from 10 
(the lowest score possible) to 50 (the highest score 
possible) on low context and 10 to 50 on high context. A 
subject scoring high on one context need not as a result 
score low on the other. As an example. Student X could score 
a 50 on low context and a 10 on high context. Student Y could 
score a 50 on low context and a 49 on high context. Both 
students would subsequently be categorized as low context, 
but a closer look at breakdowns of scores would indicate 
that, between high and low context. Student X had a sharp 
difference and Student Y was more or less balanced. 
The quantitative data of the CCI was particularly useful 
when, through small group discussion and explanation of how 
individual items could assist in understanding, students were 
able to look beyond the number to what the number meant in 
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terms of human interaction and specific situations—in other 
words, when the quantitative data was used qualitatively. 
The Student Focus Group yielded data consistent with low 
cultural context: students' belief that success depended on 
individual accomplishment; their vision of formal education 
as the key to success; recognition by female students that 
they had to speak their minds in class and could not continue 
to be soft-spoken and subservient if they were to succeed; 
and the professed frustration felt by a number of students at 
their culture's putting them at odds with the values and 
practices of mainstream American teenagers. 
The Educator Survey and Educator Focus Group also noted 
behavior that supported low cultural context: increased 
independence, especially in female students; a growing belief 
in Hmong students that the way to get ahead was to excel as 
an individual; an increasing willingness of students to be 
critical of some Hmong beliefs and practices that compromised 
their individual freedoms; the presence of more married Hmong 
students in class, supporting the belief that formal 
education is critical for both young men and women in 
excelling as individuals in America; and the adjustment 
students have made to the American concept of time, which so 
strictly regulates the day in high school classrooms. The 
data from teachers and students that Hmong high school 
students exhibited characteristics consistent with low 
context behavior supported the findings of the CCI, 
indicating movement in Hmong high school students from a 
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cultural orientation high in context to an orientation lower 
in context. 
Despite data from the CCI indicating that more students 
were low context (30 of 60) than high context (24 of 60), the 
Student Focus Group yielded numerous responses consistent 
with high context behavior: students' long-standing and close 
relationships with friends, sense of belonging in the Hmong 
community, and loyalty they felt for parents; their not 
wanting to be singled out and recognized for individual 
accomplishment; their sense of time as being something stable 
and not easily scheduled; the belief that learning is 
embedded in the situation; the perception that everything in 
the world, and thus all learning, is connected; the stated 
preference for educators who make personal connections with 
them as students; and their reliance on demonstration as a 
teaching and learning technique. 
The Educator Survey and Educator Focus Group also 
yielded data that were consistent with or supported students' 
high cultural context: the cooperative nature and group 
orientation of Hmong high school students; student 
performance of high caliber on tasks done in small groups 
with an emphasis on sharing; the uncomfortableness of Hmong 
students in dealing with issues and situations at odds with 
their cultural beliefs; early marriage and pregnancy of some 
female students, leading to their leaving school to attend to 
home responsibilities; emphasis on a shared oral tradition as 
demonstrated by Hmong high school students "not having enough 
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time to talk"; the use of nonverbal elements and implicit 
communication to convey messages; the acceptance of a 
hierarchical social structure, which included male dominance 
by some of the students; a preference for hands-on lessons; a 
desire of Hmong students to build up trust and a relationship 
with the instructor; Hmong students' need to connect concepts 
and meanings to their everyday lives; and the acceptance by 
students and parents of the teacher as the authority who 
should not be questioned. These findings from both educators 
and students that Hmong students exhibited characteristics 
consistent with high context cultures were consistent with 
findings of Hvitfeldt (1982), Sonsalla (1984), Goldstein 
(1985), Timm (1994, 1996), and Timm and Chiang, (1996). 
The information available from the statistical analyses 
of the CCI data indicate that half of the students scored as 
low context and that the designation was a measure of 
acculturation. The CCI data show that more students emerged 
as low (30 of 60) rather than high context (24 of 60) as 
indicated in their performance on the CCI. The discordance 
between the CCI and some of the anecdotal data may be due to 
the students being in transition between high and low context 
or to their choice to appear high context in familial or 
community situations. 
Findings on Cognitive Style 
The Group Embedded Figures Test (GEFT) was used to 
describe the cognitive style of Hmong high school students. 
Raw scores ranged from 0 to 18, the full range of the GEFT. 
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The average (mean) score was 13.18. The most frequently 
attained (modal) score was 17 (found in 14 students). The 
median score was 14/15. Of the 60 student subjects, 40 
emerged as field independent, 12 scoring in quartile 3 and 28 
in quartile 4 on the GEFT. Twenty students were field 
dependent, 10 scoring in quartile 1 and 10 in quartile 2. in 
other words, two-thirds of the students in the study emerged 
as field independent and one-third as field dependent. This 
finding of Hmong students as predominantly field independent 
does not support the findings of previous studies done with 
Hmong subjects. 
Worthley's study in 1987 using the GEFT in her work with 
male Hmong students 17 years and older who were attending or 
planning to attend postsecondary educational institutions 
found field dependence to be the dominant learning style. The 
average (mean) score in her study was 9.67. The median score 
was 9. Of 42 subjects, two-thirds of the group (28 subjects) 
tested field dependent and one-third field independent. 
Worthley further examined the strategies used by 
students in disembedding the figures of the GEFT, classifying 
strategies as global or analytical. She reported that three- 
fourths (21) of the field-dependent students used global 
problem solving approaches and one-fourth (7) used analytical 
approaches while all 14 of the field-independent students 
used analytical strategies, in other words, 50% of the total 
number of subjects used global problem-solving strategies 
while 50% used analytical strategies. While Worthley's test 
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results indicated a field dependent orientation in her 
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subjects, her further analysis suggested that Hmong students 
may become more field independent with time in the United 
States. 
In a 1995 study using the GEFT with 90 Hmong students 
ranging in age from 10 to 17 years in ESL classes, Timm and 
Chiang found most students were field dependent in their 
approach to learning. The mean score in their study was 4.91. 
Of the 90 subjects, 83 were highly field dependent. Two- 
thirds of all scores fell between zero and nine. Timm and 
Chiang had expected that older students would be more field 
independent with the length of time they spent in American 
schools, but their data did not yield this finding. They did 
find that all seven of the field independent students were 
male, indicating a significant gender difference. 
A number of factors may account for the difference in 
findings: acculturation, as reflected by the time spent in 
America's classrooms and years of residency in the United 
States, age of the student population, and level of English 
proficiency. The Worthley study was conducted in 1986 and 
1987; in the decade-plus which has intervened, the Hmong, 
particularly Hmong young people, have become more 
acculturated to the American way of life. Some subjects in 
Worthley's study had experienced the interruption of their 
schooling by the war and refugee camp internment; some had no 
formal schooling before coming to the United States as 
adults. 
149 
By contrast, for most subjects in this study, America is 
the land of their strongest memories. Students in this study 
had spent from 3 to 17 years in the United States. The 
majority (43) had been in the United States since they 
entered first grade or before. Many had been born here. Of 
the 17 students who began their formal American schooling 
after first grade, 12 commenced in elementary school and 5 in 
middle school. Only 6 of the students had spent 6 or fewer 
years in American schools; none had spent fewer than 3. In 
other words, most Hmong high school students in this study 
had been exposed to American education for a period of more 
than six years and most for the duration of their formal 
schooling. 
American schools have been the foremost acculturating 
force for Hmong children. As they have been exposed to the 
primarily field independent approach of America's classrooms, 
Hmong young people have learned to learn this way—to replace 
or augment the primarily field dependent approach of their 
parents with the field independent approach of their teachers 
and peers. 
The level of English proficiency may also suggest 
reasons for the differences in the results of this study from 
previous studies involving Hmong students. The subjects in 
Timm and Chiang's study were enrolled in fifth through ninth 
grade English as a Second Language (ESL) classes. Their 
presence in ESL classes indicated either that teachers had 
determined a need for continued, intensive English language 
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study or the students themselves had chosen to remain in the 
middle school setting until they felt more secure with their 
English abilities. All of the students in the current study 
were scheduled in non-ESL classes. Seventeen of the 90 
students in the Timm and Chiang study had been living in the 
United States for fewer than two years. Though Timm and 
Chiang did not report the length of time their subjects had 
been United States' residents, it does not seem unreasonable 
to postulate that, with ESL placement, the students in Timm 
and Chiang's study had resided in the United States for fewer 
years than the subjects of the current study, none of whom 
was enrolled in the district's ESL program. In addition, the 
subjects of Timm and Chiang's study were middle school 
students and, therefore, as an aggregate, were younger than 
the high school students in the current study. Because middle 
school students as a group are younger, they have lived fewer 
years (which translates to, in all likelihood, less time in 
the United States than their high school counterparts) and 
have been exposed to American culture for a shorter period of 
time than the subjects of this study. 
The differences in ages of the subjects may also be a 
reason for the differences in findings. All students in this 
study were high school students. High school is a time marked 
by fierce independence and a pulling away from parents and 
traditional values• As American teenagers, Hmong high school 
students experience the same pressures as their non-Hmong 
peers to use these four years to exert their independence, 
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exhibit sometimes out-of-bounds behaviors, and explore who 
they are. This exploration may very well be tempered by 
cultural prescriptions and proscriptions, but high school 
still represents a time of venturing beyond traditionally 
accepted boundaries. 
The subjects of this study were also enrolled in regular 
classes. They interacted daily with their non-Hmong peers in 
an average of six classes. In many of these classes, there 
might be a single Hmong student. The teenage peer pressure 
experienced by Hmong students enrolled in regular classes, 
coupled with acculturative influences, represents a powerful 
force. As stated previously, students in the Timm and Chiang 
study were, as an group, younger; 82 of the 90 were 15 years 
old or younger. Of the 90 subjects, all were in elementary or 
middle school, where pressures for independence are not as 
marked as at the high school level. Again, all were ESL 
students in classrooms which were predominantly Hmong; all 
experienced far less interaction with non-Hmong students and 
had less exposure to customs and activities of American 
teenage subculture than their Hmong peers in non-ESL 
classrooms. 
The actual scores on the CCI indicate that, not only do 
the preponderance of students have the ability to do figure- 
ground tasks, but they also show themselves to be low context 
on the CCI. Scores on the CCI indicate no gender effect or 
effect based on length of time (students) had lived in the 
United States. 
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Factor analysis indicates that the CCI and GEFT measure 
different things. The CCI is linked to acculturation, while 
the GEFT is a measure of psychophysiological ability. 
The Hmong students' performance on the CCI and the GEFT 
were not consonant. There is no statistically sound 
relationship between field dependence/field independence and 
the students' CCI scores, both high and low. Similarly, time 
in the United States does not hold up as a predictive 
variable for scores on the CCI or for rating as field 
dependent/independent. 
Findings on 
Effective Educational Practices 
Educators reported a number of practices they have found 
to be effective in their work with Hmong high school 
students. Most of these practices clustered around the 
following themes: the centrality of the family and parents; 
the importance of educators understanding Hmong cultural 
values and practices; the significance of school personnel 
seeing and accepting a Hmong student as an individual first 
and as a member of Hmong culture second; the importance of 
creating a supportive classroom environment; the challenges 
posed by language; the preference of many Hmong students for 
a group rather than an individual approach to learning; and 
the primacy of demonstration as a teaching strategy. 
Ttenommendations. 
Educators listed the following as directives to 
educational practitioners for improving the learning of Hmong 
153 
high school students. They are captured below initially in 
six broad imperatives and expanded subsequently through 
specific recommendations which emerged in discussions. 
First, provide a comprehensive education regarding Hmong 
culture which affirms the centrality of parents and the clan 
and acknowledges the effect of domestic responsibilities in 
the lives of Hmong teenagers. Unlike many of their non-Hmong 
peers, Hmong teenagers take family responsibilities very 
seriously; these can have an effect on school work and 
involvement. An administrator spoke of stopping by the Hmong 
bakery on her way to school at 6:15 each morning and seeing 
one of her high school students hard at work in the family 
business, putting in hours before the school day even 
started. Teachers spoke of students hurrying home daily at 
3:00 with the ring of the last school bell to watch younger 
siblings. 
Second, recognize that each student is different—each 
has unique needs which may or may not be consistent with 
dominant Hmong cultural traits. Twenty-five years after the 
first Hmong refugees landed on United States' shores, it 
continues to be critical to recognize the uniqueness of each 
student as the range in abilities, degree of acculturation, 
level of family support, and level of English proficiency 
broaden. Teachers spoke of the importance of providing 
instruction which targets the varying levels of development 
in students. Educators commented that students may have the 
physiological ability to demonstrate field independent 
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abilities, but for cultural reasons exhibit high context 
behaviors. Females demonstrated behaviors identified as 
culture-bound by teachers, but responded on the CCI and GEFT 
as if they were low context and field independent. 
Acknowledgment of this dichotomy in students' lives might 
promote more effective learning behaviors in the classroom. 
Third, provide a supportive environment which encourages 
students to be active partners in learning. Teachers 
witnessed an increase in Hmong students' learning when they 
connected with them as human beings; when teachers 
complimented them on the soccer goal scored the day before or 
greeted them at the door by name before launching into the 
algebraic equation. The highly contextual environment of 
Hmong culture sets forth connection between the student and 
teacher as an expectation to be met before optimal learning 
and teaching engage the participants. 
Fourth, acknowledge that language challenges persist 
long after a conversational English has been mastered. An Eau 
Claire ESL teacher, who had been working with Hmong students 
since 1976, stated that it took about two years for a student 
to have the minimum fluency needed to get by in some content 
area classes. But, she stated, it demanded another five to 
seven years in an academic setting to develop a mastery of 
English sufficient to be able to understand the complexity of 
the written text—nuances, wordplay, and symbolism, among 
other elements. Even Hmong high school students who have been 
in this country their whole lives have often not been exposed 
155 
to the consistent and continuous level of English often 
demanded for depth of understanding. They have not had the 
discussions with parents and adults in English which involve 
not only new words but also complex concepts. Not having been 
read to in English on a consistent basis, they have not been 
exposed to the stories, nursery rhymes, and tales which 
contribute to a common body of knowledge shared by many 
students raised in English-speaking households. 
At the same time, educators who have worked closely with 
ESL students stated it was more important for parents to read 
and speak Hmong to their children because parents' level of 
mastery of English was sometimes very basic; parents' limited 
English vocabulary meant students were foreclosed from having 
discussions involving concepts of any complexity or breadth 
in English—but not so in Hmong. Educators assessed 
complexity of concepts as more critical in their students' 
learning at this stage than English vocabulary acquisition. 
Proficiency in a language often takes much longer than 
students or teachers expect. 
Fifth, incorporate Hmong students' preference for group 
activities into the classroom, recognizing that the American 
classroom is typically designed for independent work. Though 
cooperative learning has gained some credibility within 
classrooms in the United States, it still ranks a distant 
second to methodologies which build on the belief that 
learning is an individual pursuit and the demonstration of 
mastery a solitary endeavor. Hmong students come from homes 
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where they have learned to do things cooperatively. As they 
enter the classroom, they immediately have to unlearn 
behaviors they have been taught to value. One educator spoke 
of a basic belief in Hmong culture that guides behavior: "If 
I have knowledge and you need it, I'm selfish if I don't 
share it." She then added, "In American culture, we'd call it 
cheating." Life is not a solitary pursuit. People learn 
together; people commonly work together. Problem solving is 
often a collaborative endeavor. Educators can help students 
learn both critical thinking skills and social skills through 
group work as students develop concepts, add to content 
knowledge, and master technical skills. Many young people of 
all ethnic persuasions learn most effectively through group 
work. When group sharing is not appropriate, teachers need to 
be explicit in letting students know that individual work is 
essential and why. 
Sixth, use demonstration as teaching and learning 
techniques; model the behaviors students need to learn; ask 
Hmong students to demonstrate the desired outcome to other 
students. In early life, almost all of what children know 
they learn through demonstration—through kinesthetic, 
tactile, visual, and social approaches. By the time students 
reach secondary school, the emphasis has shifted to an 
analytical approach that often focuses on a concept explained 
through spoken words and reinforced through a written text. 
The use of hands-on activities and group work encourages some 
children to learn in their preferred mode; it allows all 
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children the opportunity to develop further the tactile, 
kinesthetic, musical, artistic, and cooperative strategies 
and abilities they began honing as toddlers. 
Educators offered the following as specific 
recommendations for instructional practices designed to 
improve the learning of Hmong high school students. 
1. Set a positive, inclusive tone at the outset of class 
so that all students will feel safe and welcome. Make it 
clear that even the hint of racism will be dealt with swiftly 
and uncompromisingly. Positive learning will not take place 
if students are worried that their safety is in danger. 
Create a supportive environment. Relate to students as 
individuals; connect with them by incorporating their world 
into the classroom. 
2. Become informed about Hmong culture—its values, 
practices, customs, taboos, etc. Provide assignments that 
educate all students regarding Hmong and other cultures. 
3. Avoid stereotyping; break down stereotypes that 
exist. Work within the classroom with all students in 
recognizing that each student is different—each has unique 
needs which may or may not be consistent with dominant 
cultural traits. 
4. Respect students' perception of themselves not only 
as individuals but also as members of a family. Recognize 
that the American focus on individual success sanctioned in 
schools is often at odds with the Hmong focus on group 
sanctioned by the clan and culture. Often students 
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success 
achievements in school will be realized with great sacrifice 
on the part of other family members. 
5. Do not put a Hmong student in a situation where s/he 
is expected to be the spokesperson for all Hmong people. 
6. Be sensitive to cultural prohibitions; do not put 
students in positions where their cultural values will be 
compromised. 
7. Advocate for Hmong students—and for all minority 
students—in the larger school community. Assist them in 
becoming visible in positions of student influence. Be aware 
that they may not know how to gain access to institutional 
activities and positions; show them how. 
8. Encourage students to participate in extracurricular 
activities. It is often through these activities that young 
people become part of a student subculture and find a sense 
of belonging. Work with parents to show them the importance 
of these activities. 
9. Be aware of the challenges posed by poverty and of 
the effects of poverty on learning and access to learning. If 
a family of eight lives in a two-bedroom apartment, it will 
most likely be difficult for a student in that family to find 
a quiet place to study at home. If a student has to care for 
younger siblings while a parent works in the evening, s/he 
may not always produce homework of high quality. If a family 
is on public assistance, money for a field trip, soccer 
cleats, or a flute will be scarce. 
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10. Create school-home connections and opportunities for 
students to share the strengths of their home culture. Work 
to include activities which give Hmong students visibility in 
school-wide assemblies, presentations, and extracurricular 
recognition. 
11. Foster inclusion by ensuring that Hmong faces can be 
seen in textbooks and other curricular materials, that the 
stories of their culture can be heard through numerous 
library resources, and that their presence can be felt in the 
lounges, corridors, and cafeteria of the school. 
12. Be aware of who is married and who is not; make 
grouping decisions keeping this factor in mind. 
13. Build appropriate opportunities into the curriculum 
for Hmong students to share activities or approaches to 
learning which are consistent with Hmong culture with other 
students. 
14. Use writing (autobiography, journals, folktales, 
etc.) to bring cross-cultural experiences into the classroom. 
Students' stories are vivid, creative, and powerful. The 
coming decade provides educators with a unique opportunity to 
record the oral tradition of a people in swift transition. 
15. Lobby for the school district's hiring of qualified 
Hmong staff members. Staff often provide quiet but powerful 
models of people who have successfully melded the best of two 
worlds. 
16. Advocate for sufficient funding of ESL and bilingual 
programs. This task is often assigned to district office 
160 
personnel who do not have daily visibility to the gap between 
national standards and local practices that instructors do. 
Because of their respect for educators and their relative 
lack of familiarity or ease with the educational system, 
Hmong parents will most likely not emerge as activists in 
encouraging the system to support language programs which 
identify their children as needing more professional 
attention. 
17. Recognize that, while Hmong students have the 
richness of speaking two languages, their English vocabulary, 
fluency, and deftness with the language may not be as 
developed as those of students who have heard English spoken 
since birth. Develop strategies that compensate. 
18. Select some activities that are less linguistically 
dependent. 
19. Use demonstration to convey concepts. Use hands-on 
activities to meld theory with practice. 
20. Develop some assignments which are open-ended in 
nature, do not have right or wrong answers, lend themselves 
to a global approach, are sensitive to a social context, and 
incorporate interpersonal competencies. 
21. Recognize that Hmong students' approach to learning 
may not predispose them to excelling on standardized tests. 
Assist students in developing test-taking strategies. Since 
reading is not part of the home culture of most Hmong 
families, students often lack decontextualizing and word 
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recognition skills. Scores received on standardized tests are 
often not a good indicator of ability or achievement. 
22. Use more than one medium to convey concepts and 
practices, recognizing that students come from varied 
cultural backgrounds, each of which emphasizes a different 
combination of values and reinforces different skills. 
23. Incorporate oral tradition into classroom learning 
and teaching. Build on Hmong students' auditory strengths, 
which have been reinforced through their oral tradition. Most 
Hmong students have many stories to tell since storytelling 
is a natural part of their family life. 
24. Allow students more time to respond. The rhythmic 
flow of the Hmong language is slower than that of the English 
language. Recognize that pauses between a previous speaker 
and a response from a Hmong student can be a sign of respect 
for the speaker or just part of the conversation itself. 
Write assignments on the board, giving students time to 
process the information and ask questions, if necessary. 
25. Be aware that some Hmong students may have 
significant gaps in their learning, especially if they are 
relatively new arrivals to American schools. 
26. Assess the level of mastery of Hmong students and 
present and assign material at an appropriate level of 
difficulty, assuring both comprehension and saving face. 
27. Assume an active role in finding ways for parents to 
feel welcome in the school, recognizing that parents look to 
educators as the authorities—as the experts in the education 
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of their child—and will probably not make the first move. 
Arrange for an interpreter ahead of time, if needed. 
28. Be cognizant of the fact that many parents may not 
read English and may feel ashamed of this. Rather than 
indicating disinterest, the lack of a response from a parent 
to a note from school probably signals lack of facility with 
the English language or deference to the teacher as the 
expert in educational issues. 
29. Use support services (i.e., ESL resources, tutors 
and bilingual aides, etc.) when appropriate. Encourage Hmong 
parents, who may not be aware of the availability of these 
services, to make use of school resources which may assist 
their children in learning. 
30. Work with school leaders in ensuring that 
exceptional educational needs (EEN) programs do not serve as 
a holding ground for students whose challenge is a language 
deficit or a different approach to learning. 
31. Read body language to assess the level of student 
comfort, recognizing many Hmong students will not articulate 
concerns. 
32. Be aware that when students say they understand, 
they may not. Recognizing the cultural emphasis on belonging 
to the larger group, Hmong students will avoid bringing 
attention to themselves as individuals and will refrain from 
asking for an explanation or for clarification, especially if 
the group has a different response than their own. 
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33. Offer opportunities for gifted Hmong students. 
Ensure that language deficits are not allowed to mask native 
abilities. Serve as an advocate for Hmong students in 
accessing gifted and talented programs and curricula, 
recognizing that parents will probably not be aware of these 
services. Look beyond the analytical and logical dimensions 
for giftedness. 
34. Encourage young women in their studies and plans for 
postsecondary study, training, or work. Do not assume they 
will know where to begin their search, but rather give them 
specific suggestions and follow up on these suggestions. Keep 
parents informed of and involved in this endeavor. Be 
sensitive to the fact that some parents may not share 
educators' aspirations for their daughters. Caught between 
two worlds, some parents have a very hard time adjusting to a 
world which rewards skills they do not understand or have. 
35. Invite local leaders from the Hmong community and 
other ethnic communities into the classroom to illustrate how 
people who share a common heritage with students make 
positive contributions—big and small—to the world. 
36. Assemble a core of educational practitioners who are 
effective in their work with Hmong students and identify them 
as agents for change. Use their expertise in mapping out 
professional development programs and in establishing school¬ 
wide practices. Model effective practices in nonthreatening 
ways to colleagues. 
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37. Have ongoing staff development programs which focus 
on how student learning is influenced by cultural values and 
diverse cognitive approaches to learning. 
Many of these recommendations from successful educators 
can be described as common sense practices that will improve 
the learning of all young people. What the suggested 
strategies presented here do is incorporate a range of 
approaches beneficial to students who may not have learned to 
learn through the sanctioned approaches promoted by the 
curriculum and instruction of American high schools. 
Implications for Future Research 
Education has been the primary means of acculturation 
for Hmong young people. Public schools have provided the 
direction for the youngest generation of Hmong refugees or 
children of refugees to propel themselves toward self- 
reliant, productive, responsible United States citizenry 
within a very short time span. 
Over the past 25 years, many schools have done a fine 
job in assisting Hmong students in arriving at this goal. 
Schools have an opportunity to be even more effective in 
their efforts if they choose to focus on elements critical in 
the success of Hmong young people. This study has identified 
a number of issues, further investigation of which may lead 
to the increased effectiveness of American schools in the 
education of Hmong students: 
1. The primacy of literacy in skill acquisition in high 
school students whose first language is Hmong; 
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2. The impact of the oral nature of Hmong culture on the 
academic achievement of Hmong high school students; 
3. The effects of incorporating more varied teaching and 
learning strategies (e.g. demonstration, group work, etc.) 
into secondary classrooms to accommodate the needs of Hmong 
students; and 
4. The impact of active school partnerships with Hmong 
parents on the academic and social achievement of Hmong high 
school students. 
Further study in these areas may yield recommendations which 
give direction to educational practitioners in their work 
with Hmong high school students. 
Reflections 
As human beings, we bring the sum total of our selves— 
the lifetime aggregate of genetics, environmental influences, 
and experiences—to each new action in our lives. All have a 
bearing on how we respond to and incorporate the new behavior 
into who we are. Students bring their outside lives into the 
classroom daily. Effective educators have always built on the 
experiences of students beyond school walls and the 
individual approaches to learning all students bring with 
them into the classroom, using the richness of their variety 
as a powerful resource and as grounding for future learning. 
Good teachers both sense and know that the classroom is 
shaped and tempered by a myriad of forces: events in the 
student's life from the night before, the upbeat manner of an 
instructor, the level of difficulty of the material, the 
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clanking of a heating vent during a lecture, a test grade 
received fifteen minutes earlier in the class immediately 
preceding, a racial epithet spit out in the corridor amidst 
the chaos of moving from class to class, the standard of 
respect demanded by the teacher for all participants in the 
classroom, the gender ratio of the class, the relevancy of 
what is being taught, an interruption of the public address 
system—the list goes on. Good teachers know that students 
have learned to learn in cognitively and culturally 
idiosyncratic ways. An approach that works beautifully for 
one student leaves another cold. Effective practitioners use 
multiple approaches to access the diversity and complexity of 
all students in a classroom. Hall (1983) noted. 
Feelings are rooted in one part of the central nervous 
system, while words and logic are a function of an 
entirely different area of the brain. To reach people, 
you have to know which part of the brain to involve I 
(p. 53) 
Good teachers reach all parts of the brain—and reach into 
the depths of the heart and soul. They make it their business 
to know what makes students tick, think, feel, and act—what 
makes them achieve. 
There is no one best way for all to learn. There is no 
one best way to teach. Since high schools serve all kinds of 
young people who learn in a myriad of ways, curriculum and 
instruction have to respond effectively and creatively to the 
diversity present in every classroom. 
Public education exists to promote student learning. But 
the intellectual competencies by which we assess learning are 
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often narrowly described, barring some students from optimum 
achievement in schools. We tend to use a broad range of 
measures and means to assess learning at the elementary 
level, investing in the concept of the worth of the whole 
person. As a culture we believe that each child in the 
primary grades has a right to succeed. Educators work hard at 
helping students find and develop their strengths, whether 
they be musical, spacial, kinesthetic, analytic, artistic, 
linguistic, or social. A visit to a kindergarten classroom 
will validate this. By secondary school, we have somehow 
abandoned the notion that all students will build on their 
strengths and succeed and have replaced it with the belief 
that some kids have it and others do not. The sorting process 
has begun in earnest. 
America has embraced the individual, the immigrant, the 
newcomer, the adventurous soul—at least in literature and 
myth, if not always in reality. America has always celebrated 
diversity, no matter how hard the struggle to incorporate 
varied elements into a multifaceted yet cohesive whole. The 
goal of education is not to funnel all students onto one 
track to learning or to homogenize thinking. As a people we 
have prided ourselves on welcoming diverse thinking—of 
encouraging young people in developing the courage, 
reflection, openness, curiosity, and commitment needed in 
meeting new experiences and becoming the best they can be. 
But what we pride ourselves on—what we identify as an 
overriding democratic principle—is not necessarily 
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translated into consistent practice. American high schools 
have traditionally rewarded students who have logical, 
linguistic, and abstract approaches to learning—approaches 
which often replicate the way educators themselves learned 
decades before. For students possessing innate analytical or 
linguistic abilities, classroom methodologies usually 
parallel and utilize their talents. For students with innate 
musical, spacial, social, or kinesthetic abilities, classroom 
strategies often ignore their strengths and preferences. 
Because of their cultural experiences, some Hmong 
students approach learning differently from many of their 
non-Hmong peers. Broadening the ways we teach to include the 
ways numerous Hmong students best learn may assist these 
students in their learning. Broadening the range in 
curricular offerings and diversifying instructional 
strategies may simultaneously assist all students who master 
concepts and acquire knowledge, values, and skills in ways 
not typically promoted in American schools. 
Howard Gardner (1983) contends, "Only if we expand and 
reformulate our view of what counts as human intellect will 
we be able to devise more appropriate ways of assessing it 
and more effective ways of educating it" (p. 4). As a 
corollary, only if we reformulate and expand our view of 
learning as a process moderated and guided by cognitive style 
and cultural influences will we devise more appropriate ways 
of recognizing and encouraging a diversity of approaches 
which will assist all young people in their learning. 
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PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
Dear Student: 
You have been selected to participate in a study which 
will investigate cultural context and cognitive style in 
Hmong high school students. Approximately fifty to sixty 
students from both North and Memorial high schools will 
participate in this study. It is my hope that this study will 
assist teachers and other staff members to better meet your 
needs in school and help you in your learning. 
By participating in the study, you will be asked to fill out 
a brief questionnaire, take a short test, and answer a twenty 
question inventory. I will ask you to meet with me briefly 
after the test and inventory to discuss how you went about 
completing your work. As the principal of Memorial High 
School, I want to assure you that your participation is 
entirely voluntary. Your participation and your responses 
will not have an effect on your progress at North or 
Memorial. 
I will use the information you share with me for a 
dissertation study entitled " The Cultural Context and 
Cognitive Style in Hmong High School Students." Your name, 
the name of the high school, and the location as the city of 
Eau Claire will not be used in my paper. If any student's 
comments are cited in the paper, a pseudonym will be used. 
You are free to withdraw your consent from the study at any 
time. You have a right to review material prior to my 
submitting the paper in its final form. 
Students who are under the age of eighteen must have the 
consent of their parents or legal guardians to participate. 
If you have any questions about the study, you may contact me 
at Memorial High School at 839-1500 between the hours of 6:30 
a.m. and 4:30 p.m. Monday through Friday or at home after 
4:30 p.m. at 831-0187. 
In signing this form you are agreeing to participate in this 
study. 
Signature of Student Date 
Signature of Parent/Guardian Date 
Signature of Interviewer 
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PARENTAL CONSENT FORM 
Dear Parent/Guardian: 
Your son/daughter has been selected to participate in a study 
which will investigate the cultural context and cognitive 
style in Hmong high school students. Approximately fifty to 
sixty students from both North and Memorial high schools will 
participate in this study. It is my hope that this study will 
assist teachers and other staff members to better meet the 
needs of your son or daughter in school and help in his or 
her learning. 
By participating in this study, your son or daughter will be 
asked to fill out a brief questionnaire, take a short test, 
and answer a twenty question inventory. I will meet with each 
student briefly after the test and inventory to follow up on 
material covered in each. As the principal of Memorial High 
School, I want to assure you that your son or daughter's 
participation is entirely voluntary. His or her participation 
and responses will not have an effect on work at Memorial or 
North. 
I will use the information students share with me for a 
dissertation study entitled "The Cultural Context and 
Cognitive Style in Hmong High School Students." No student 
names will be used in the paper. If any student comments are 
cited in the paper, a pseudonym will be used. As a parent, 
you may withdraw your son or daughter from participating in 
the study at any time. You also have a right to review 
material prior to my submitting the paper in its final form. 
If you have any questions about the study, you may contact me 
at Memorial High School at 839-1500 between the hours of 6:30 
a.m. and 4:30 p.m. Monday through Friday or at home after 
4:30 at 831-0187. 
In signing your name below, you are giving consent for your 
son or daughter to participate in this study. 
Signature of Parent 
Signature of Student Participant 
Signature of Interviewer/Tester 
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CULTURAL-CONTEXT INVENTORY 
Claire B. Halverson 
Instructions: For each of the following twenty items, circle 1, 2, 3, 4, or 5 to indicate 
your tendencies and preferences in a work situation. 
Hardly Almost 
Ever Sometimes Always 
1. When communicating, I tend to use 
a lot of facial expressions, hand 
gestures, and body movements 
rather than to rely mostly on words. 1 
2.1 pay more attendon to the 
context of a conversation— 
who said what and under what 
circumstances—than I do to 
the words. 1 
3. When communicadng, I tend to 
spell things out quickly and 
direcdy rather than talk around 
and add to the point. 1 
4. In an interpersonal disagreement, 
I tend to be more emodonal than 
logical and radonal. 1 
5. I tend to have a small, close circle 
of friends rather than a large, but 
less close, circle of friends. 1 
6. When working with others, I prefer 
to get the job done first and 
socialize afterward rather than 
socialize first and then tackle 
the job. 1 
7. I would rather work in a group 
than by myself. 1 
8. I believe rewards should be given 
for individual accomplishments 
rather than for group 
accomplishments. 1 
2 3 4 5 
2 3 4 5 
2 3 4 5 
2 3 4 5 
2 3 4 5 
2 3 4 5 
2 3 4 5 
2 3 4 5 
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Hardly 
Ever Sometimes 
Almost 
Always 
9. I describe myself in terms of my 
accomplishments rather than in 
terms of my family and 
relationships. 1 
10. I prefer sharing space with others 
to having my own private space. 1 
11.1 would rather work for someone 
who maintains authority and 
functions for the good of the group 
than work for someone who allows 
a lot of autonomy and individual 
decision making. 1 
12. I believe it is more important to be 
on time than to let other concerns 
take priority. 1 
13. I prefer working on one thing at a 
time to working on a variety of 
things at once. 1 
14. I generally set a time schedule 
and keep to it rather than 
leave things unscheduled and go 
with the flow. 1 
15. I find it easier to work with 
someone who is fast and wants to 
see immediate results than to work 
with someone who is slow and 
wants to consider all the facts. 1 
16. In order to learn about something, 
I tend to consult many sources 
of information rather than go 
to the one best authority. 1 
17. In figuring out problems, I prefer 
focusing on the whole situation 
to focusing on specific parts or 
taking one step at a time. 1 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
3 4 5 
3 4 5 
3 4 5 
3 4 5 
3 4 5 
3 4 5 
3 4 5 
3 4 5 
3 4 5 
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Hardly 
Ever Sometimes 
Almost 
Always 
18. When tackling a new task, I would 
rather figure it out on my own by 
experimentation than follow 
someone else’s example or 
demonstration. 1 2 3 4 5 
19. When making decisions, I consider 
my likes and dislikes, not just 
the facts. 1 2 3 4 5 
20. I prefer having tasks and 
procedures explicidy defined to 
having a general idea of what 
has to be done. 1 2 3 4 5 
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CULTURAL-CONTEXT INVENTORY 
SCORING SHEET 
Instructions: Transfer the circled numbers to the appropriate blanks provided 
below. Then add the numbers in each column to obtain your scores for High 
Context and Low Context. 
High Context (HC) Low Context (LC) 
1. 3. 
2. 6. 
4. 8. 
5. 9. 
7. 12. 
10. 13. 
11. 14. 
16. 15. 
17. 18. 
19. 20. 
Total Total 
Put a check mark in the appropriate blank below to indicate which score is larger: 
_ High Context 
_ Low Context 
Subtract your smaller score from your larger score. Record the difference in the 
blank below: 
_ Difference 
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CULTURAL-CONTEXT INVENTORY CHARACTERISTICS SHEET2 
HIGH CONTEXT (HC) 
Association 
• Relationships depend on trust, 
build up slowly, are stable. One dis¬ 
tinguishes between people inside 
and people outside one’s circle. 
• How things get done depends on 
reladonships with people and at¬ 
tention to group process. 
• One’s identity is rooted in groups 
(family, culture, work). 
• Social structure and authority are 
centralized; responsibility is at top. 
Person at top works for good of 
group. 
Interaction 
• High use of nonverbal elements; 
voice tone, facial expression, ges¬ 
tures, eye movement carry signifi¬ 
cant parts of conversation. 
• Verbal message is implicit; context 
(situation, people, nonverbal ele¬ 
ments) is more important than 
words. 
• Verbal message is indirect; one talks 
around the point and embellishes it 
• Communication is seen as art form 
—a way of engaging someone. 
• Disagreement is personalized. One 
is sensitive to conflict expressed in 
another’s nonverbal communica¬ 
tion. Conflict either must be solved 
before work can progress or must 
be avoided because it is personally 
threatening. 
LOW CONTEXT (LC) 
• Relationships begin and end 
quickly. Many people can be inside 
one’s circle; circle’s boundary is 
not clear. 
• Things get done by following pro¬ 
cedures and paying attention to a 
goal. 
• One’s identity is rooted in oneself 
and one’s accomplishments. 
• Social structure is decentralized; 
responsibility goes further down (is 
not concentrated at the top). 
• Low use of nonverbal elements. 
Message is carried more by words 
than by nonverbal means. 
• Verbal message is explicit Context 
is less important than words. 
• Verbal message is direct; one spells 
things out exactly. 
• Communication is seen as a way of 
exchanging information, ideas, 
opinions. 
• Disagreement is depersonalized. 
One withdraws from conflict with 
another and gets on with the 
task. Focus is on rational solutions, 
not personal ones. One can be ex¬ 
plicit about another’s bothersome 
behavior. 
2 The content of this sheet is based on the following works of anthropologist Edward Hall, all of 
which were published in New York by Doublcday: The Silent Language (1959), The Hidden Dimension 
(1969), Beyond Culture (1976), and The Dance of Life (1983). 
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HIGH CONTEXT (HC) 
Territoriality 
• Space is communal: People stand 
close to each other, share the 
same space. 
Temporality 
• Everything has its own time. Time 
is not easily scheduled; needs of 
people may interfere with keep¬ 
ing to a set time. What is impor¬ 
tant is that activity gets done. 
• Change is slow. Things are rooted 
in the past, slow to change and 
stable. 
• Time is a process; it belongs to 
others and to nature. 
Learning 
• Knowledge is imbedded in the 
situation; things are connected, 
synthesized, and global. Multi¬ 
ple sources of information are 
used. Thinking is deductive, pro¬ 
ceeds from general to specific. 
• Learning occurs by first observing 
others as they model or demon¬ 
strate and then practicing. 
• Groups are preferred for learning 
and problem solving. 
• Accuracy is valued. How well some¬ 
thing is learned is important 
LOW CONTEXT (LC) 
• Space is compartmentalized and 
privately owned: Privacy is impor¬ 
tant, so people arc farther apart. 
• Things are scheduled to be done at 
particular times, one thing at a 
time. What is important is that ac¬ 
tivity is done efficiently. 
• Change is fast. One can make 
change and see immediate results. 
• Time is a commodity to be spent or 
saved. One’s time is one’s own. 
• Reality is fragmented and com¬ 
partmentalized. One source of in¬ 
formation is used to develop 
knowledge. Thinking is inductive, 
proceeds from specific to general. 
Focus is on detail. 
• Learning occurs by following ex¬ 
plicit directions and explanations 
of others. 
• An individual orientation is pre¬ 
ferred for learning and problem 
solving. 
• Speed is valued. How efficiently 
something is learned is important. 
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STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE 
1. Student Name 
Address 
Date of Birth 
Telephone Number 
2. School now attending (Please circle one.) 
Memorial High School North High School 
3. Grade in school (Circle one.) 
12 11 10 9 
4. Gender 
Male 
(Circle one.) 
Female 
5. Years of residence in the United States 
21 20 19 18 17 16 15 14 
10 9876543 
(Circle one.) 
13 12 11 
2 1 
6. Language used at home 
Hmong English 
(Circle answer which best applies.) 
Both Hmong and English Other_ 
7. Currently receiving Exceptional Educational Needs (EEN) 
services (Circle one.) 
No Yes 
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STUDENT FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS 
1. How would you describe your experience as a high school 
student? 
2. Pick out one teacher who has really helped you in your 
learning. What did that teacher do that made her or him such 
a good teacher? 
3. Choose one class and describe one activity from class 
which helped you understand the concept or skill being 
taught. What made this activity effective? 
4. Describe a class where you struggle to understand. Why do 
you think the class is difficult for you? Can you think of 
anything the teacher might do to help you succeed in this 
class? 
5. If you do not understand the content in a class, what do 
you do? Do you ask for help? From whom? 
6. What are your strengths as a student? What have you 
learned from your family and your culture which has helped 
you as a student? 
7. Do you have any areas of weakness as a student? What have 
you learned from your family and your culture which has made 
it more difficult for you as a student? 
8. If you could give three pieces of advice to teachers about 
how they could help students learn best, what would they be? 
9. What other comments or observations do you have regarding 
your experiences as a high school student? 
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EDUCATOR SURVEY 
1. What have you learned in working with Hmong students? 
2. You have been cited by colleagues as a teacher who has 
been successful in assisting Hmong students in their 
learning. Why do you think you have been successful? 
3. Describe an activity which was effective with Hmong 
students. Why do you think it worked? 
4. Describe an activity which was ineffective. Why? 
5. How long have have you been teaching Hmong students? Have 
you changed the instructional practices you have used with 
Hmong students over the years? If so, how and why? 
6. What culture-specific strengths do Hmong students bring 
with them to the high school setting? 
7. What culture-specific challenges do some Hmong students 
bring with them to the high school level? 
8. If you could give three guidelines to teachers working 
with Hmong students regarding instructional practices, what 
would they be? 
9. What guidelines would you give to Hmong high school 
students regarding their learning? 
10. What other comments or observations do you have? 
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